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War Dogs 


by suluismyspirit 


Summary 


Three part short from the POV of Caleb, Fjord, and Molly. 
Caleb is given to the Mighty Nein pack. 


Edit: Now more than 3 parts! 


Notes 


There is no plot. Just throwing you right into the middle of all the action. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Caleb 


He needed to get himself under control, he knew he did. 


The Alpha’s patience would soon wear thin and Caleb dreaded the moment it would snap. It 
was a miracle Fjord had not become angry already. Then again, the Nein Pack had never had 
an Omega, to Caleb’s knowledge at least. Which, admittedly, wasn’t exactly infallible. He 
only knew what he’d been told, overheard, or managed to sneak out of an unattended book. 
The Nein often traveled on business of the King as well, so Fjord might not be entirely aware 
that, short of killing Caleb, he was free to do as he wished to his new Omega. 


Beyond the fear of angering the Alpha, Caleb dreaded that Fjord’s allowance was simply part 
of a game. He’d backed away from the Alpha, rejected the advance, yet there had been no 
punishment for the infraction. 


The thought that the Alpha wanted a challenge, wanted Caleb to resist for the thrill of 
dominating his new Omega, made Caleb’s stomach roll and twist in dread. He had enough 
experience with that; the repeated forced submission and bonding bite, the corrective beating 
when he had not resisted enough the first time, then a repeat of the process. It had been a 
favorite game of his last Alpha. It had hurt, every time it had hurt, the pain increasing with 
each repeated bite. A bond was not meant to be forged, broken, and reforged in a repeated 
cycle. It had started much like this; the Alpha impossibly allowing him to pull away at first 
and later ordering a more aggressive resistance. 


It was a vicious cycle; either obey and be beaten to submission to satisfy the Alpha’s urges or 
surrender and be beaten for disobeying an order. 


Caleb clenched his fists, nails digging into his palms as he bit his cheek to ground himself in 
the present. This Alpha was speaking, and if he wanted to even attempt to begin his existence 
here on a good note, he needed to pay attention. Except the Alpha looked unhappy as he 
shook his head. As well he might, Caleb knew he had errored greatly by backing away from 
him. 


“T wish I could give you more time, I like to get to know someone, make sure they’re a good 
fit before...well... but I’m sorry, we’ll have to do this now. It’s safer that way, for you, for 
us.” Fjord explained, tone somehow a cross of gentle and strained, a grimace forming on his 
face as he glanced at the door. 


And Caleb understood, of course he did. 


Omega’s, rare and difficult to find though they may be, were essential for rounding out a 
pack with more than one unmated Alpha. Especially a pack with such... dominant 
personalities as these Mighty Nein. Rising to fame during the tensions between the Empire 
and Xhorhas, exhibiting their skills during the negotiations of Xhorhasian surrender, and now 
working for the newly enlarged Dwendalian Empire, the Nein had carved out a place for 
themselves in the world. They were paid well and afforded much, and it had only been a 
matter of time before someone managed to shake loose an Omega to round out their pack. 


After all, it was common speculation that the Mighty Nein’s brash and explosive behaviors 
were due to the fact they had no true submissive member of their pack. 


Beta’s could only go so far in quenching an Alpha’s natural desire for dominance. Caleb 
knew this. 


As it was, the king’s messengers awaited the news of a successful bond, and the Nein’s pack 
leader could not refuse the gift without insulting King Dwendal. Caleb understood, and was 
grateful the process this time would be quick. He nodded once, it wasn’t like he had a choice 
here, keeping his gaze politely lowered and to the side. Though Fjord would have preferred 
to take his time, might even have included the rest of the pack, this time would be mercifully 
quick. If he could appease the Alpha somewhat now, he hoped it might spare him too much 
pain later. 


Caleb fully expected to have to go through this again, so Fjord could have this play out to his 
desires. 


Fjord drew in a breath, puffing it out in a short sigh as he approached the Omega once more. 
Was that disappointment? Had he wanted for more resistance to the idea? Uncertainty tugged 
at Caleb’s heart, a desire to look up to try and gauge Fjord’s wishes. He knew better. 


Caleb forced his feet to stay still, baring his neck obediently. He was theirs, as good as even if 
the pack Alpha hadn’t quite marked him, so there was no point in resisting. He’d been given 
no orders to do so and he invited additional punishment should he back away again. It would 
be quick this time. Fjord did not want to keep the messengers waiting. 


Too soon Fjord was in his space, the oppressive scent of Alpha all but wrapping around 
Caleb. It was not as dark and bitter musk Caleb was used to, but the scent was lighter. Like 
open winds and salty air, with an undercurrent of musty wood. Yet, as different as it was, the 
scent was still terrifyingly ALPHA. Nothing good came with that scent, nothing good had 
ever come with that scent. Not since he’d presented. 


When the Alpha touched him, it was surprisingly gentle, Fjord’s clawed hand cupping his 
chin and tilting his head further to the side, allowing better access. It was a soft correction, 
but the fact that he’d had to adjust Caleb’s position at all was not a good start to this attempt. 
Caleb’s breath shuddered in fear, heart racing in his chest. His soon to be new Alpha was 
being gentle now, probably to give greater counterpoint to the coming pain. It was a game to 
them, always a game. 


Fjord leaned closer, breath fanning across Caleb’s neck, a low rumble building in the Alpha’s 
chest. Not quite a growl, and something Caleb had certainly never heard before. It broke his 
resolve, the anticipation of pain and the not quite growl reverberating from the Alpha. With a 
flinch, Caleb pulled away, chin slipping from Fjord’s hands as he ducked his head. 


He froze after moving barely an inch backward, breath hitching as he waited for Fjord’s 
wrath to break over him. 


No pain was forthcoming, not even an exasperated sigh from the Alpha. Caleb didn’t even 
catch a scent of annoyances. Instead, Fjord’s tone was gentle. “Alright, let’s try something 


else.” 


Caleb swallowed thickly, eyes still glued to the floor. He took a small step forward, wanting 
to show his willingness to obey, to comply, even though he’d done exactly the opposite twice 
already. Fjord led him through the nearest set of wide double doors, pushing them open to 
reveal a well furnished and comfortable looking parlor. 


Caleb resisted the urge to look around, trying to be on his best behavior. He hoped whatever 
that ‘something else’ entailed, it wouldn’t be too unpleasant or painful. He still clung to the 
hope this bonding process would be over quickly, even if it just made the real one that much 
worse. 


Fjord gestured toward the sofa and Caleb obediently moved to sit, struggling to control his 
breathing and keep from shivering. It wasn’t cold in the room by any means, but he still 
struggled to keep the tremors at bay. He sat on the furniture, hoping that was the correct 
move, since Fjord had indicated the leather couch. No anger was forthcoming, so Caleb 
hoped it was correct, though his anxious fear only increased as Fjord moved to sit some foot 
or so away on his right. 


“I’m sorry, truly. I don’t want to do it this way, and honestly I’d rather not pin you, but it’s... 
it might be easier.” Fjord sighed, running a hand down his face. 


Caleb flinched away from the Alpha’s lifted hand, dread curling in his stomach at Fjord’s 
words. Being pinned down was... terrifying, but so was everything else so he had little 
reason to complain. He waited a breath, but Fjord didn’t hit him. Didn’t twist him around 
onto the couch and hold him still. Fjord didn’t do anything for a long moment. 


“T’m not going to hurt you, I promise.” 


Caleb almost looked up at Fjord, but stamped down the desire. That... there had to be 
mockery in that assurance, what else could it be. The Alpha may not hurt him this time, but 
he’d said more than once now that he’d much prefer to take his time with this. In comparison 
then, perhaps he did not consider this to be something that would hurt. 


So, Caleb simply nodded. He didn’t believe the bonding would be done painlessly. Even if 
Fjord kept it simple, completed only the bite as required to make him pack, it would be 
nothing compared to the pain coming his way later. He’d rejected the Alpha’s advances twice 
already. 


He should probably just be grateful Fjord didn’t let him continue to rack up additional 
reasons for punishment. 


Perhaps... if he showed willingness to be pinned down, Fjord would be more lenient later? It 
was a hopeless thought, but worth a try. It was unlikely to make things worse later, at any 
rate. And at least he would be unable to back away from the Alpha again, though the most 
obvious position for that where they currently sat was... distressing for Caleb to consider. 


Perhaps that was the point, was to be the punishment for rejecting the Alpha before. 


Steeling himself, Caleb lay back on the couch, one leg braced against the back and the other 
handing off the front of the soft leather couch. The position sent ice straight to his stomach, 
legs spread so the Alpha could easily slot himself between to loom over Caleb, fuck him if he 
wanted. Either now, as punishment, or after, as a way to quickly stabilize the bond. Caleb 
dreaded it would be both. 


It was pointless to wish the Alpha would forgo such a thing, but Caleb hoped anyway. He 
stared up at the ceiling, eyes closing as he focused on staying still when the Alpha moved 
closer. It didn’t matter what he wanted, now or later the Alpha would take what was his. 


Fjord surprised him by moving further up, straddling his hips and waist rather than pressing 
close in a more intimate way. The Alpha put just enough weight on him to keep him still, the 
only pain coming from the injuries and bruises Caleb already had. It made no sense because, 
when Fjord inevitable leaned down to bite, it would doubtlessly be uncomfortable. 


Caleb only had a moment to wonder if Fjord had something else planned first, a deliverance 
of the due punishments perhaps, before Fjord leaned down towards him. Caleb flinched back, 
but he was well and truly pinned. Fjord murmured something Caleb didn’t catch in the hazy 
panic of ALPHA looming over him. Without his volition, his hands moved to brace on the 
Alpha’s chest. 


He felt more than heard the growl, there quickly and gone a breath later, but it was all the 
warning Caleb needed. He flinched, ducking his head against a blow as he whimpered an 
unspoken apology, removing his hands from the Alpha’s person. Caleb’s breath caught in his 
throat when Fjord grabbed one wrist, choking out a ‘please’ as be bared his throat. 


He’d done it again, even now when he had nowhere to go. 


Fjord pulled his arm out of the way, leaning down again to scent at Caleb’s offered neck. 
Caleb waited, expected at any moment for Fjord’s grip to tighten, for the bones in his wrist to 
buckle and break. He knew the feeling, the sound, of bones grinding together, the sharp 
agony of it. Such took weeks and months to fully heal. Caleb doubted he’d be granted the art 
of a cleric to speed the process. 


He hadn’t meant to resist again, wanted to beg forgiveness and promise that he would obey if 
Fjord would please, please, be merciful this once. But the Alpha’s teeth were at his throat and 
Caleb dare not speak. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to brace himself for the pain; either 
from the Alpha breaking his wrist or forming the bond, both would hurt in their own way. 


“Breathe. Come on, Caleb, just breathe.” 


Caleb let out the breath he hadn’t even been aware he was holding, eyes opening to look up 
in surprise at the Alpha. Fjord knew his name, sure, but Caleb hadn’t expected it would be 
used. Fjord had pulled back just enough to look at Caleb, their gazes meeting for a long 
moment. 


Too slow, Caleb remembered himself, dropped his gaze respectfully. Fjord did not strike him, 
as he’d expected. As most any Alpha would for such a blatant show of disrespect. Instead, 
the Alpha straightened with a long sigh, still holding Caleb’s wrist and still pinning the 


Omega to the couch beneath. His scent held an odd note to it, though Caleb could hardly 
believe the Alpha was feeling guilty of all things. Why would- 


“Molly.” Fjord called out, raising his voice slightly as he looked toward the open archway 
leading out of the room. 


And oh. Oh. Caleb cringed back into the couch as much as possible, though with Fjord atop 
him there wasn’t far to go. It made sense now, the guilt. Caleb had almost forgotten about the 
rest of the pack. Had forgotten in the all consuming terror of this Alpha, that there was 
another he was meant to serve in the Nein pack. 


“T am sorry. I’m sorry. I won’t- I'll be good, please.” Caleb begged, baring his throat in 
submission offering himself to Fjord. He had never dealt with two Alphas at once, had been 
spared that so far in his life. Now he’d thrown that chance away, had rejected Fjord too many 
times. One at a time he could deal with, his previous Alpha’s had dislike sharing, and he 
dreaded learning just how Fjord expected him to please Molly. 


Fjord frowned down at him, Caleb catching only a glimpse of the displeased expression 
before he submitted. A rejection of the apology, Caleb guessed with a sinking heart, though a 
moment later Fjord’s fingers were gently brushing that acceptance across Caleb’s throat. 


Acceptance or not, Caleb dare not move. The gentle claws at his neck did not bring any 
comfort, and Fjord made no move to initiate the bond. Caleb let out a breath of panic, 
fighting to keep himself from struggling against Fjord’s hold as he watched a Tiefling of deep 
violet stroll into the room, blood red eyes surveying the scene before him. 


His lips were curled in a short grin, tail sweeping idly behind him. He looked dangerous, 
deadly, and he had claws, and horns, and gods Caleb knew nothing of this Alpha’s race, what 
to expect. Fjord’s hand was still on his neck, gentle but Caleb knew it had to be a warning not 
to move. He choked back a sob, breath heaving as he couldn’t tear his attention away from 
the predatory Alpha not three feet away from him now. 


He could smell the rest of the pack on this new Alpha, guessed they were probably close by. 
Waiting their turn? Like Molly had been until Fjord had summoned him? Gods, how was he 
going to survive this... the though of taking them both at once was terrifying, but the threat 
of the rest of the pack joining was beyond terrifying. 


Molly leaned down, putting himself at eye level with Caleb. 


Caleb couldn’t move his head, he dare not risk dislodging Fjord’s hand and facing the 
punishment for that, but averted his eyes. Omega’s don’t look their betters in the eye, he’d 
been taught that early enough he knew better than to break that rule. 


Molly reached towards him, Caleb choking off a fearful whine as Molly bared his teeth. 
Despite the threat, the Alpha’s words were soft, a low not quite growl building in his chest. 
“Easy, love. I don’t want to hurt you, just admire you.” 


Admire? Love? Caleb had been given many pet names before, but that was a new one. 


Caleb twitched as Molly’s hand touched his face, surprised and suspicious at the lack of pain. 
Molly’s palm stroked softly down his cheek once, twice, and Caleb shook at the unfamiliar 
feeling. It wasn’t painful, and Caleb was too afraid to call it nice. Alpha’s didn’t give pleasant 
touch, there had to be some game they were playing. 


“T’m only here to help, love. Fjord’s the pack leader, officially, and the only one to bite you, I 
promise.” Molly continued speaking, still stroking his cheek as Fjord’s hand left his neck. 
“The others will wait to meet you until you’re ready, no one wants to hurt you. Not me, not 
Fjord.” 


A lovely sentiment, one Caleb only wished were true, but at least it gave away the game the 
two Alpha’s were playing. Caleb forced himself to relax under Molly’s ministration, playing 
the game as he was supposed to. Despite himself, he tensed again as he felt Fjord’s lips on his 
neck, wincing but otherwise holding still. 


“Easy now, love, just relax.” Molly instructed, tone still gentle as he pulled back to give Fjord 
room. “It'll hurt worse if you’re tense, and we don’t want that.” 


A lie, but an order all the same. Caleb swallowed, closing his eyes and piece by piece 
relaxing every muscle. He wasn’t sure how long he could keep it up, prayed that Fjord would 
make this quick so he would not be punished for disobedience on top of everything else. 


Blessedly, Fjord did. 


The pain of the bite was sharp, there was no getting around that, but Fjord stopped. He 
stopped when he tasted blood. Fjord was content to bite once, whisper the bonding words 
lowly against Caleb’s neck as he licked carefully at the wound. He didn’t even grab Caleb’s 
hair or press too tightly against Caleb’s bruised body. It was the gentlest bonding Caleb had 
ever experienced and he might have been grateful if he weren’t so terrified as to what it 
meant was in store for him later. 


Caleb focused his gaze on the soft leather of the couch to avoid both Alpha’s eyes, tentatively 
testing the new connection. He was carful not to pluck at it too much, unsure if he were 
allowed at all, but it was unlikely Fjord would notice this early on. 


Soon enough Fjord pulled away, sitting up but not yet shifting away. “See? That wasn’t so 
difficult.” 


Caleb flinched at those words, shuddering, and cursing himself a thousand times over. Stupid, 
stupid. Fjord had been gentle and this was why. He had wanted a challenge, and Caleb hadn’t 
given it to him, not in the slightest, and... 


“Sorry.” He whispered, voice thin and broken even to his own ears. His jaw ached from 
clenching it so tightly, exhaustion creeping into his bones. Not that he’d be allowed to rest, 
not after that failing. An apologetic whimper slipped from his throat unbidden, a pleading 
desire to avoid the beating to ‘motivate’ him to do better. “S-sorry, I... I can do b-better, 
please. Please, I-let me try again?” 


Caleb closed his eyes against Fjord’s frown, bracing himself for a blow. Instead of a 
backhand from Fjord above him, it was Molly who touched his face to gently turn it towards 
him. Caleb’s breath hitched but he didn’t resist, knew better than to resist a punishment. Yet 
instead of pain, the sound of his name (again) from the Alpha’s lips surprised him enough to 
open his eyes, meeting the Teifling’s soft gaze. 


“Caleb, no.” Molly admonished, tone perplexingly gentle given he was scolding his Omega. 
“You did perfect, you don’t have to do anything again.” 


Molly looked away from Caleb, up at Fjord, and smirked as he added. “Besides, Fjord likes it 
easy.” 


Caleb shuddered at the annoyed growl Fjord let out, tensing and bracing himself even though 
both Alpha’s attentions were on each other. The Teifling’s smirk widened and Caleb had the 
sinking feeling that the two of them had a habit of digging at each other in this type of 
fashion. Thankfully, Fjord didn’t appear in the mood to vent his frustration, the Alpha’s scent 
holding only a bit of annoyance and none of the sharp scent of anger Caleb knew to look for. 


Fjord didn’t deny Molly’s statement, however, and Caleb filed that information away for 
future reference. Fjord would likely not want Caleb to resist him. Good, Caleb hated that 
game. 


With a long sigh, Fjord shifted back off of Caleb, pulling the Omega upright as he did so. 
Caleb followed along willingly, shifting one leg to curl in front of him, the other still hanging 
off the front of the couch. He kept his gaze lowered, hands clasped in front of him as he 
awaited any orders. 


Caleb’s shoulders tensed as Molly slid behind him. The other Alpha wasn’t so close he was 
touching, but his presence behind Caleb was like a looming threat. 


“T’d like to just sit here with you for a moment, let the bond settle.” Fjord spoke, drawing 
Caleb’s attention. “Are you okay with that? Molly can stay too.” 


Caleb nodded agreement, though he didn’t understand why Fjord phrased it as a question. It 
wasn’t like Caleb was in a position to refuse. He didn’t have a death wish just yet. 


“Do you... want to know anything, have any questions?” Fjord offered. 


He had many, but the most pressing concern he had at the moment was what slipped from his 
mouth. Would that he had the opportunity to consider and choose a question more beneficial 
to decerning his new role, but time was not something he had. Keeping the Alpha’s waiting 
was to invite punishment and he’d gotten by without so far. 


In a tone subdued and resigned, Caleb asked. “Do you want me t-to strip, Alpha?” 


Because while they had requested that he be delivered clothed, so far both seemed interested 
enough in touching him, though Fjord had declined the opportunity to press that in any 
intimate way. Molly kept calling him ‘love’ which as a pet name led him to believe Molly 
wanted him to some extent. 


He could hear a faint rustle of fabric behind him, telling him that Molly at least was 
approving of the idea. Fjord was silent however, so Caleb waited obediently for the Alpha’s 
decision. 


“How about just your shirt. I’d love to scent you properly.” Molly suggested, voice light and 
silky behind him. 


Caleb’s shoulders tensed, though he made no move to obey. He could only hope Molly would 
not be too angry at the defiance. But Fjord was their pack leader, was who had allowed him 
to ask, and was ultimately the one who Caleb needed most to please right now. He dared a 
quick glance up at the Alpha, unable to resist trying to decipher which way the decision 
might go. Fjord was looking down at him, eyes boring into his for the second they met, 
before Caleb looked away and bared his neck in submission. Fuck, the Alpha looked so 
displeased. 


“Alright.” Fjord ultimately agreed, though Caleb guessed he wasn’t thrilled with it. Maybe 
he’d rather not share? But Caleb had though he was meant for both of them... 


Regardless, he had his orders. With shaking hands, he shrugged his coat off, letting it fall 
behind him. He was sitting on the bottom length of it and didn’t want to risk standing to free 
it. The buttons at the top of his shirt presented a challenge, his fingers shaking too badly for 
him to easy undo them. He got one done before giving up and just gripping the hem of the 
material and drawing it over his head. The Alpha’s patience would only go so far, he had kept 
them waiting long enough. 


He didn’t expect them to be thrilled with the sight of him, easy enough to guess they would 
be displeased at seeing proof they’d been given a disobedient failure of an Omega. As if his 
failing’s so far weren’t proof enough. Fury radiated from the both of them, the scent near 
choking in such close proximity. 


Caleb’s breath hitched feeling a warm hand on his back, laying softly across the numerous 
scars and still healing stripes of angry red skin. His back still throbbed from the most recent 
beating and he did not know if he could stand any additional marks being added so soon. 
Neither of the Alpha’s had a whip at hand, but Fjord at least had a belt and that was just as 
painful. 


“T’ll be g-good. I promise. I’Il- I- ’ll be good for you, I swear, I w-will. I'll listen, I-“‘ Caleb 
rambled, voice shaking as he trembled violently under their attentions, the fury rolling off 
both Alpha’s. If he could just... just convince them, beg them to please please give him a 
chance first. 


He tensed as Molly shifted closer, the Alpha draping himself across Caleb’s back softly so 
that his chin rested on Caleb’s shoulder. Caleb had to force himself to be still, to not flinch 
away as the Alpha bared his teeth and spoke a question. “What did I tell you I was going to 
do, love?” 


Molly’s tone was gently, despite the obvious warning Caleb took his words to be, the Alpha’s 
arms wrapping around Caleb’s torso to pull him flush to his chest equally as painless. But 


Caleb could still smell his fury, like a bitter sharpness under the Alpha’s scent of smoke and 
flames. He scrambled to think, hesitating a breath before the answer came to him. 


“S-scent me?” He supplied, hoping desperately his answer was quick enough he might not be 
beaten for daring to make the Alpha wait. 


Instead of biting with his fangs, or digging sharp violet claws into Caleb’s soft belly, the 
Alpha purred. Even going so far as to rub his cheek against Caleb’s the motion slow enough 
Caleb thought he perhaps might have even been being mindful of his horns. It took a moment 
for Caleb’s shocked brain to understand that he’d pleased this Alpha. 


Molly’s purr turned into a low rumble and, when Fjord’s much lower pitched tone joined it, 
Caleb found himself going limp and near melting into the Alpha behind him. He didn’t 
understand it, had never heard anything like it, and he wasn’t sure if he should trust it. A part 
of him knew, felt, that the sound wasn’t a threat. 


Caleb was shaking more violently now, though less consistent. The tremors came and went, 
the Omega too relaxed to hold onto the willful tension that had kept them at bay thus far. The 
fear was still present, intensifying as Fjord pressed forward to curl up against both him and 
Molly. The Alpha didn’t take the most obvious and comfortable positions, atop Caleb with 
the Omega’s legs around him, but instead squeezed himself between Caleb and the back of 
the couch. It was a precarious position for Caleb, forcing him to rely on Molly to keep him 
from tumbling to the floor. 


Molly was a sturdy support beneath Caleb and Fjord did not push, and despite the anxiety 
that both of those things may change, Caleb was able to rest for a moment. Long enough the 
violent shivers dimmed to a manageable shudder only. Molly was the first to break the 
silence, tone light as he address Fjord. 


“Can we feed him now? Cad’s been dying to ever since he laid eyes on him. Caleb you’re so 
thin, you must be hungry.” 


Caleb blinked up at him, confused and wary. He hadn’t done anything to deserve food, in fact 
quite the opposite, and Molly was still calling him by his name. The boneless feeling was 
quickly fading, replaced with an anxious tension as he tried to figure out if he were required 
to respond or not. Did his appearance offend the Alpha? Should he beg forgiveness for the 
offence? 


He could not correct his appearance, neither could he have prevented it, yet he was well 
aware that the punishment for failing Molly’s expectations would fall on him. Was this some 
new twist on an old game; give him a task to fail at (or in this case one he’d failed before it 
had been set before him) then punish him for it? 


“Not right now, Molly.” Fjord sighed, instantly redirecting Molly’s attention for Caleb to 
himself. 


Caleb’s apprehension rose, unable to be grateful the Alpha’s red eyes were off him. He was 
too worried about what that response meant for him. Try as he might, he could not determine 
by Fjord’s statement if his own appearance truly did offend the two Alphas or if it was simply 


an answer to the question of him getting food. And if it were an answer regarding food, did 
that mean he would eventually be allowed to eat? 


He sincerely hoped so. It had been a couple of days since he’d last been given food and even 
the notion of a meal of any kind had stomach tightening in hunger. All thoughts of food 
vanished feeling a low rumbling growl building in Molly’s chest, though Fjord spoke quickly 
to cut the other Alpha off. 


“T’ll have to affirm with our guests that the bond is done. They’I!l want to see proof.” Fjord 
stated bluntly, pulling Caleb closer to himself for a moment as he rolled over the Omega on 
his way to get to his feet. Fjord had only just stood upright when Molly pulled him closer, the 
Tiefling’s chin resting firmly and possessively on top of his head. 


Caleb clenched his jaw to hold back a whimper, fear rising as he could easily see the conflict 
brewing. 


“Fjord...” Molly growled out from above him, though Fjord quickly interrupted with a 
warning growl in his voice that would have sent Caleb to his knees. 


“No, Molly. This has already taken a lot longer-“ 


“T wasn’t asking your permission, Fjord.” Molly spat out, arms curling tighter around Caleb. 
They weren’t painful just yet, only pressing uncomfortably against his bruises. 


“T didn’t say you needed permission, but we can’t just take all the time we want. They’re 
waiting-“ Fjord retorted, tone rising with frustration. 


“So let them wait!” Molly snapped, sitting up a little straighter, even his tail curling around 
the Omega in his arms. “He needs healing, and food. I can feel every bone in his back every 
time he takes a breath!” 


“One meal isn’t going to change that!” Fjord snarled, glowering at Molly with crossed arms. 


Caleb winced, disappointment filling him at the knowledge he was almost guaranteed now 
that he would be getting no meal today. Beyond that, those were Molly’s claws now digging 
into his ribs and it hurt and he was terrified of drawing their attention on him. He closed his 
eyes, biting his tongue to keep from yelping or making any noise as Molly’s grip tightened 
progressively. He knew better than to interrupt two angry Alpha’s, especially over an 
argument about him. 


He was not looking forward to when their attentions returned to him. He was officially theirs 
now, part of the pack, and available to receive the vented frustrations of them both. That was, 
in fact, the entire reason he was here. The current pain would be nothing compared to that. 


“Well it’s a start! Better than letting-“ 


Molly leaned forward marginally, claws not breaking the skin just yet but his palms pressed 
too hard on an already broken rib and Caleb was not quick enough to stifle the pained yelp, 
soft as the sound was. 


Instantly, Molly’s hands were off him, the Alpha shifting further away with a soft curse. 
“Fuck...Fuck, I’m sorry, Caleb...” 


The apology made Caleb’s head spin, Alphas didn’t apologize and especially not over 
something as inconsequential as causing their Omega’s pain. He ducked his head slightly as 
Molly stood up, shoulders twitching as he fought to keep still, waiting for the more normal 
reaction of anger. Yet Molly simply reached down to pull him to his feet, gently guiding 
Caleb toward Fjord. 


Caleb couldn’t bring himself to look up at either Alpha, though there was a long moment of 
awkward silence. Somehow, impossibly, the confrontation seemed to be over without a fight. 
Molly dropped his hand from Caleb and stepped back, apparently surrendering to Fjord. 


“Fine, just... how long do you think it’Il take? I want to at least let Cad know so he can have 
something for Caleb. And get Jester to prepare some spells to heal him.” 


So, he would be getting food then, but healing? Caleb only wished that were a good sign, 
but... honestly, he had no idea how to interpret that. Were they planning something so 
intricate they needed a fresh canvas? It... what else could it be? 


Tension had reclaimed his form again as he stood motionless beside Fjord, waiting for 
direction or punishment, whichever came first. 


“T’ll be as quick as I can.” Fjord stated, all the fight gone out of his voice as well. He paused 
for a moment, shift his stance and Caleb realized the Alpha’s next words were directed at 
him. “I don’t want you hurting, neither does Molly. We’ll do this one thing, then get you 
some food and take care of those injuries. Allright?” 


Caleb didn’t know how to answer that, what the expected response was. He was equally 
confused by Molly muttering yet another apology to him before turning to leave the room. 
Even alone with him now, Fjord did nothing to bring him pain. He just stood there for a 
moment, smelling of unease and uncertainty before speaking. “Come on, might as well get 
this over with.” 


None of it made sense, none of them made sense. 


Still, an order was an order, and Caleb obediently fell in step behind his new Alpha. 


Fjord 


“T wish I could give you more time, I like to get to know someone, make sure they’re a good 
fit before...well... but I’m sorry, we’ll have to do this now. It’s safer that way, for you, for 
us.” Fjord explained to the young man in front of him, looking back towards the door with a 
grimace. The scent of fear from the Omega was almost overpowering in this smaller room. 
He’d hoped Caleb would be more comfortable away from the people who’d brought him 
here. 


No such luck... if anything he was even more afraid. 


His pack worked for the Empire, they all lived in its borders, but damned if he didn’t 
completely hate it at times like these. They’d had to request clothing for Caleb, had needed to 
inquire about the Omega’s name in generally, and had been given the option of him being 
delivered with some collar that kept him from using magic. 


Just how Caleb had come to have magic, and be trained in the use of it, while existing in the 
Empire... That was a story Fjord would love to hear. If they ever got to a point where Caleb 
wasn’t terrified at the sight of him. 


Fjord let out a sigh, hoping that Caleb would understand or at least forgive him later on down 
the road. There were ways to free him, the remnants of Xhorhas a safe enough place for 
Omegas, if it came to that later. 


He approached Caleb again, keeping his movements slow and his step gentle. Caleb didn’t 
look up at him, had so far only met his gaze once, but the Omega at least did not back away 
this time. He remained still, even going so far as to tilt his head to expose his neck to Fjord. 


Fjord appreciated the gesture, the willingness to allow this even though Caleb was still very 
much afraid. He looked forward to getting to know him. He reached out to touch, cupping the 
Omega’s jaw. He couldn’t do this otherwise, couldn’t be so impersonal. He already hated the 
circumstances. 


He’d leaned forward to initiate the bond, letting out a low Alpha purr, trying his best to put 
the Omega at ease. He didn't get far enough to even touch his neck before Caleb flinched and 
stepped back. 


It was instinct, self-preservation and terror, Fjord knew it. 


The Omega had smelled of fear, anxiety, and terrified resignation from the moment he’d 
stepped foot in the pack’s territory. It didn’t take much imagination to know that wasn’t a 
new occurrence for Caleb. Despite Caleb’s fear, and Fjord’s own reservations and reluctance, 
this wasn’t something he could delay. The king expected a quick answer, his messengers 
would doubtless relay exactly how long this was taking, and Fjord would not risk his pack by 
insulting the King. 


Caleb had backed away from the bonding process twice now and it looked like this was going 
to be a problem. Not that Fjord blamed him or was angry, gods no. It sickened him to have to 
do this with anyone, especially an Omega, who was so completely petrified. He might not 
have expected their new assigned pack member to be thrilled with the thought of joining 
them, but minimum Fjord had expected that they had AGREED to this. 


The options of how Caleb would be delivered to them should have tipped him off.... 
He thought for a moment, stepping back away from Caleb. 


“Alright, let’s try something else.” Fjord suggested after a moment, trying to put as much 
calm into his tone and scent as he could. He could only think of one option to do this as quick 
and easy as possible, but he figured it would probably scare Caleb even more. “If you would 
follow me?” 


Caleb didn’t look up at him, just took a small step forward. Okay, he’d take that as 
agreement. Fjord turned and headed through a set of double doors, relieved when he heard 
Caleb’s soft footsteps following behind. 


The room beyond was a comfortable parlor. It was well decorated with bookshelves, 
paintings, tapestries, a large oak table, a fireplace on the far exterior wall, and a large leather 
couch. This was Fjord’s destination, the half-orc leading Caleb over to the sofa and gesturing 
towards it as he turned to face the Omega. 


Caleb sat down in the center and, after a moment trying to think of just what to say, Fjord sat 
down as well. “I’m sorry, truly. I don’t want to do it this way, and honestly I’d rather not pin 

you, but it’s... it might be easier.” Fjord sighed, running a hand down his face and stamping 

down the guilt when the motion caused Caleb to flinch away from him. 


Obviously, he needed to start over. Or at least start at the basics. “I’m not going to hurt you, I 
promise.” 


Caleb nodded quickly, though Fjord was pretty sure the Omega didn’t believe him. Which 
was fine, he’d probably be of the same opinion in Caleb’s position. Fjord frowned to himself, 
wondering how to suggest they go about this, but a moment later Caleb seemed to have his 
own ideas. 


Still not meeting Fjord’s gaze, Caleb leaned back to lay across the couch, legs spread in what 
Fjord hoped was not an invitation to... well. It certainly had a part of him interested, but a 
glance at the way Caleb’s breath was coming in short, terrified pants was enough to quell that 
urge. 


He could deal with this though, could let Caleb have this one choice, and hold him still in a 
way that wasn’t so physically intimate. He straddled himself over Caleb’s hips, too far up to 
easily make this sexual, ignoring the awkward position this would put him in and trying to 
keep as much weight off of the Omega as possible. 


"I'll be as gentle as possible." He spoke reassuringly as he leaned forward, hoping to get this 
over with as quickly as possible. 


He’d barely moved before Caleb was pushing him back, Fjord growling instinctively before 
he caught himself. It was enough to scare the Omega, and Fjord grabbed one of Caleb’s 
wrists before he could jerk away. He wasn’t mad, that wasn’t why... Fjord was frustrated at 
himself, though pushed through to lean in and scent Caleb’s neck. 


He hesitated for a moment, brow furrowing. Caleb was too tense, wasn’t even breathing he 
was so tense. 


“Breathe.” He instructed gently, pulling back so he could see the Omega’s face. “Come on 
Caleb, just breath.” 


Caleb opened his eyes, breath puffing out of him as his gaze met Fjord’s. Amid the fear, 
Caleb looked confused and surprised, but not in the least relaxed. 


Fjord sat up, letting out a sigh. This wasn’t working. Sure, Caleb couldn’t move away from 
him anymore, but if he was this tense the bonding would hurt. Maybe Molly could help. 
Bastard had a way of laying on the charm that Fjord both adored and hated at the same time. 
He couldn’t stay mad at the Teifling when he turned on that charm. He could sure use some 
of that now. 


“Molly.” He called out, raising his voice just enough to be heard through the open archway 
across the room. Most of the pack had promised to keep nearby, just in case, and he knew 
Molly would be closest. Even having been told, and agreeing, to stay out of it and let Fjord 
deal with things until the King’s envoys left. 


Sure enough, Molly appeared in the doorway, a cheeky smile on his face as he sauntered 
slowly towards them. Such a smug bastard that Fjord almost wanted to chuckle. Except... 


“T am sorry, I’m sorry. I won’t- I'll be good, please.” Caleb begged beneath him, baring his 
throat in surrender and nearly hyperventilating under Fjord’s hands. 


Fjord frowned, confused to why Caleb was suddenly so sharply terrified again. He’d thought 
having someone else would help, if nothing else maybe ease the fears that this would be 
going in a more intimate direction. 


He touched Caleb’s throat gently, hoping the soothing gesture would calm him, let Caleb 
know he wasn’t angry and he accepted any apology the Omega instincts were offering. Caleb 
appeared to be fixated on Molly, however, and a distant part of Fjord worried that Caleb 
might be one of those people that were less... accepting of Mollymauk’s infernal heritage. 


Molly, true to his own nature, didn’t seem at all bothered by Caleb’s reaction to him. He 
simply sauntered over to crouch beside the terrified Omega, reaching to pet Caleb’s cheek 
gently. Molly smiled at Caleb, all charm and friendliness, though the frightening whimper 
from the Omega beneath him told Fjord it wasn’t exactly working. 


“Easy, love. I don’t want to hurt you, just admire you.” 


Fjord wanted to snort. Of course, Molly went right into pet names and flirting, it was so like 
him. He leaned back over Caleb as Molly kept speaking, hoping that Caleb would be 


distracted enough he could get through this as easily as possible. 


“T’m only here to help, love. Fjord’s the pack leader, officially, and the only one to bite you, I 
promise. The others will wait to meet you until you’re ready, no one wants to hurt you. Not 
me, not Fjord.” 


Caleb went tense again, and Molly must have notice as well because his voice softened. 
“Easy now, love, just relax.” Molly instructed, tone still gentle as he pulled back to give Fjord 
room. “It'll hurt worse if you’re tense, and we don’t want that.” 


Fjord could feel the rapid thumping of Caleb’s heart through his too thin frame. Caleb 
probably wasn’t going to get any more relaxed than this right now, for all Molly was giving 
his best to distract the Omega from his fear. Guilt still lay heavy on Fjord, feeling far too 
much like he was... was forcing himself on Caleb. He was, in a way, but given the man’s 
reactions, Fjord was likely by far not the worst. 

It didn’t help Fjord feel any better about what he was doing. 


It wasn’t like either of them had a choice. He and his pack were in the King’s good graces, 
thus Caleb being given to them. But that was not something to take for granted. According to 
Beau’s sources, the only reason Caleb had been offered to them was because the previous 
Alpha who had... owned him... had fallen out of favor at court and had later died, under 
rather suspicious circumstances. 


Good for them, because an Omega really would help their pack, and good for Caleb, because 
he looked like he needed a break in life. But it was still a delicate situation that needed 
careful navigating. 


Fjord pushed away the guilt, the disgust at doing this with the scent of fear wrapped around 
the Omega, and instead tried to focus on Caleb’s underlying scent. It was pleasant, when he 
found it, like the smell of dry books and paper mixed with the scent of a dying fire on a clear 
summer’s night. 


It helped a little, enough to let his instinct take over at having a submissive under him 
surrendering so willingly, so perfectly. It was everything he wanted, this soft compliance, 
once he got past the reek of fear. He could imagine the contentment they might both have, 
once trust had been built. Caleb surrendering knowing Fjord would not hurt him; Fjord 
accepting that surrender knowing the trust that Caleb showed by submitting. It was the one 
thing that was missing in his pack, he felt it in in the depths of his soul. 


He loved Molly, well and truly, but the constant battle of wills, the never-ending arguments 
because neither of them had it in them to truly submit like this... As amazing as Mollymauk 
was, this wasn’t part of his personality. It wasn’t a part of Fjord’s either and that had been the 
center of many confrontations between the two of them. Beau and Yasha were both Alpha’s, 
and the constant challenge worked for them, they loved that about each other. Jester’s 
playfulness rounded them out and they were generally in balance. 


And it wasn’t that Fjord wanted the typical instant obedience and deference of a traditional 
Omega, he didn’t want a slave for fucks sake, equality was important to him for everyone. 


But to have a partner who would willingly submit... it was what he fantasied about more and 
more often. 


Fjord loved Molly for who he was, every prickish bit of him, but he didn’t realize just how 
much he’d wanted this until the Omega was under him, neck bared in surrender so quick and 
willing. 


It would have been perfect, if Caleb wasn’t so terrified. 


His teeth found Caleb’s neck, tongue tasting the scent of him and the coppery blood that 
welled up as he bit down. Fjord hurried through the process, regretful that Caleb was missing 
out on the mutual reassurance of belonging that should have been present. If only the could 
have taken their time, done this properly... It would have gone a long way to establishing 
trust. 


They could have gotten to know him first, find out if his scent melded with theirs, could have 
spent days or even weeks courting and reassuring, making sure Caleb knew he would belong 
and would be protected. Would know his opinion was wanted and valued. 


Instead, it was over quickly, neither himself nor the base Alpha instinct inside him finding 
any pleasure in the terror ridden stench of the room. He felt the Omega was his, theirs, and 
wanted nothing more than to calm Caleb. To protect him. They didn’t have time enough, 
unfortunately, as Fjord would need to take Caleb and show their visitors proof of the 
Omega’s official addition to the Nein pack. 


Hopefully Molly’s presence would help sooth Caleb into some semblance of calm before 
Fjord had to put him through that. 


“See?” Fjord breathed out with a strained smile, straightening up and looking down at the 
Omega beneath him. Caleb still kept his gaze away, so so submissive on even that little point. 
He could feel the connection, new and weak that it was. It made his worry over Caleb all the 
stronger, but at least the Omega was theirs, was protected even if he didn’t know it yet. “That 
wasn’t so difficult.” 


Caleb flinched under him, much to Fjord’s surprise, shuddering and attempting to shrink 
away. “Sorry.” He whispered, tone thin and broken, an apologetic whine slipping from his 
throat as he trembled. “S-sorry, I... I can do b-better, please. Please, I-let me try again?” 


Fjord frowned, brow furrowing in confusion as Caleb closed his eyes, jaw clenching tightly. 
What? Why would he- that didn’t make any sense. Molly moved first, reaching out to take 
the Omega’s face in his hands, tilting his head gently so they would be eye to eye if Caleb 
opened his. 


“Caleb, no.” Molly stated, words a silky purr that make Fjord’s heart skip a beat. “You did 
perfect, you don’t have to do anything again. Besides, Fjord likes it easy.” 


Molly smiled and looked up at Fjord with an expression that was downright sinful. Fjord 
growled in obligatory annoyance but felt little else but affection for the Tiefling. He wasn’t 


wrong, Fjord did enjoy the easy submission of Caleb, but Molly’s tone was teasing and 
playful and Fjord wasn’t about to disappoint him. 


Fjord sat up, pulling Caleb with him and out of Molly’s hands. Molly, of course, pouted for a 
moment, but soon joined them on the couch. He settled himself behind Caleb, close behind 
the Omega but not touching him. 


“Caleb.” He began, the Omega’s head tilting a fraction at the sound of his name. “I’d like to 
just sit here with you for a moment, let the bond settle, if you are okay with that? Molly can 
stay too.” Fjord added, lips twitching in a smile as the tense expression on Molly’s face was 
replaced with his normal carefree grin. He wasn’t about to forget about Molly now that Caleb 
was here. 


In front of him, Caleb nodded. He was so quiet, still with that scent of fear surrounding him. 
Fjord would do anything to erase that for him. “Do you... want to know anything, have any 
questions?” 


Caleb’s tone was subdued as he spoke, his question coming out quicker than Fjord had 
expected. “Do you want me t-to strip, Alpha?” 


Fjord frowned, playful exchange between Molly forgotten in face of Caleb’s question. It was 
a surprising question, not one he’d though Caleb would voice, though not really a surprise 
considering how the Omega had spread himself on the couch after Fjord had put him there. 
Given he’d been told him he would need to pin him to do the bond... Yeah, okay, he could 
see where that might be misleading. 


He opened his mouth to say no but stopped as he glanced over Caleb’s shoulder and made 
eye contact with Molly. Molly who was already undoing his own shirt. His jaw clicked shut 
into a grimace, brow furrowing as he stared at Molly, the Tiefling freezing as he finally made 
eye contact with Fjord. 


Molly glanced at Caleb, then back to Fjord with a short shrug of his shoulders as if to say 
‘what? He offered.’ Except Caleb hadn’t offered, he’d asked if he should. Or more accurately, 
asking if Fjord wanted him to, all while looking and smelling of abject terror. 


Fjord pursed his lips, giving a short shake of his head. Molly rolled his eyes, but stopped with 
his shirt only half open. For a half a moment, Fjord was relieved Molly had agreed and just 
listened for once. The relieve was broken and Fjord dropped his shoulders in exasperation at 
Molly’s next words, however. 


“How about just your shirt. I’d love to scent you properly.” Molly offered to Caleb, 
shrugging slightly when Fjord shot him a disapproving glare. 


Dammit Molly... 


Caleb didn’t move to obey though. It was odd, given his willingness to obey any and all 
directives up until now (not counting the need to stand still for the bond). It wasn’t until 
Caleb looked up at him, met his gaze and bared his neck in submission, that Fjord realized 
the Omega was waiting on his approval. 


It was tempting to deny Molly’s suggestion, he didn’t think it would be good for Caleb to 
follow that order. It would piss Molly off to no end though, and set a bad precedent for Caleb 
on the hierarchy of their group. He didn’t have any more authority than Molly did in the 
pack. Not for interpersonal relationships anyway. Outside of them all, Fjord technically held 
higher rank, at least in the eyes of the Empire. 


“Alright.” Fjord agreed to Molly’s suggestion, keeping the reluctance he felt from his voice. 
He grimaced at the spike of fear coming from Caleb. The scent never went away, just rose 
and fell depending on the moment. 


Permission granted, though Fjord immediately hated that he’d thought of it that way, Caleb 
immediately moved to obey the suggestion. His coat was first to slide off, the Omega letting 
it pool behind him between himself and Molly. Caleb took a moment longer with his shirt, 
fingers shaking on the top buttons as he struggled to get the undone. 


Fjord almost reached forward to help, wanting to alleviate the Omega’s growing distress, but 
he held still. Something told him reaching for Caleb would be the opposite of helpful. Soon 
enough, Caleb’s hands gripped the bottom of his shirt, drawing it over his head and dropping 
is on the floor. 


Fjord had to stamp down a snarl at the sight he was met with. 


A litany of scars littered the Omega’s arms and torso; some long and jagged, some straight 
and thin, others wide and curved. Fjord could count every one of his ribs, and one of them 
appeared to be bent, likely broken. Bruises both old, new, and still forming covered 
practically every inch of skin. 


The hot scent of Mollymauk’s fury drew Fjord’s attention, the Tiefling’s usual carefree 
expression replaced by fury, his eyes blazing as he looked down at Caleb’s back. Molly 
shifted slightly and Caleb’s breath hitched. 


“T’ll be g-good. I promise, I'll — I-I’ll be good for you, I swear, I w-will. I'll listen, I-“ Caleb 
spoke quickly, voice shaking as he trembled between them. Fjord grimaced, more than happy 
to let Molly take the lead on this because he had no idea what to say. 


Molly leaned forward, movements orchestrated as he curled around the frightened Omega. 
He smiled at Caleb, tone soft as he asked. “What did I tell you I was going to do, love?” 


For an uncomfortable moment, Fjord watched blind panic cross Caleb’s face, the Omega 
hesitating a moment as Molly wrapped his arms around Caleb. He snapped out of it as his 
back was flush to Molly’s chest, stuttering out a reply. “S-scent m-me?” 


Molly didn’t reply with words, just hummed a low rumbling purr as he rubbed his cheek 
against Caleb’s. His movements were slow and deliberate, the soothing purr rising in volume. 
Molly looked up, eyes connecting with Fjords meaningfully, and Fjord got the hint. He joined 
Molly, his own rumble a deeper note, and was relieved to watch the tension in Caleb bleed 
out in a rush as the Omega went limp against Molly. 


Caleb was only still for a moment before he started shaking, tremors that rose and fell in 
severity. Still afraid then, but physically relaxed enough not to be able to subdue the reaction. 


True to his word, Molly seemed intent of properly scenting the Omega, cuddling him close. 
For all intents and purposes, Molly seemed to be trying to get as much of his own scent on 
Caleb as possible given their positions. Generally, that would sooth any of the pack, reaffirm 
the sense of inclusion. Fjord had no idea how Caleb would interpret the action. 


Not wanting to be left out, and honestly unable to deny the desire to hold and comfort Caleb 
at this point, Fjord wormed his way between Caleb and the back of the couch so that he lay 
sidelong with the Omega. It put Caleb dangerously close to the edge, but Fjord trusted Molly 
wouldn’t let him fall. 


Fjord closed his eyes, breathing in the mixed scent of Molly and Caleb. He had to admit, they 
blended well together. He wondered, hoped even, that his own would go together with the 
Omega just as well. After a few minutes, Molly sighed, breaking the silence with a light 
spoken question towards Fjord. 


“Can we feed him now? Because you know Cad’s been dying to since he laid eyes on him.” 
Molly stated, gaze flickering down to the Omega in his arms. “Caleb, you’re so thin, you 
must be hungry.” 


“Not right now, Molly.” Fjord sighed. He wished they had time for that, to just ignore 
responsibilities and dote on Caleb. He could tell his reply irritated Molly, picking up the 
annoyance in the Tiefling’s scent. He sat up half way, pressing on in hopes of heading off an 
argument. “I have to affirm with our guests that the bonding is done. They’!! want to see 
proof.” 


Reluctantly, Fjord got up, rolling over Caleb and pressing him more securely on the couch as 
he did so. No need to risk accidentally pushing him onto the floor. He tried to ignore the way 
Caleb flinched away from him, with little success. On his feet now, Fjord turned to the other 
two, pausing with a lifted eyebrow. 


Molly had curled Caleb closer, laying his chin on top of the Omega’s head possessively, red 
eyes narrowing as he looked up at Fjord. So much for avoiding an argument... 


“Fj ord-“ 


“No, Molly.” Fjord interrupted, a warning growl in his voice. He didn’t want to be the only 
one who thought of consequences, Molly should know better than to risk their pack over an 
hour delay, at most. Plenty of time to get Caleb the care he needed. “This has already taken a 
lot longer-“ 


“T wasn’t asking your permission, Fjord.”’ Molly spat out, arms curling tighter around Caleb. 


“T didn’t say you needed permission, but we can’t just take all the time we want. They’re 
waiting-“ Fjord retorted, tone rising with frustration. Why couldn’t Molly just be reasonable. 


“So let them wait!” Molly snapped, sitting up a little straighter, even his tail curling around 
the Omega in his arms. “He needs healing, and food. I can feel every bone in his back every 
time he takes a breath!” 


“One meal isn’t going to change that!” Fjord snarled, glowering at Molly with crossed arms. 
Every fucking time with this man! 


“Well it’s a start! Better than letting-“ 


Caleb let out a soft grunt, quickly cut off, but it had obviously been a sound of pain. Fjord 
blinked, surprised to notice just how tightly Molly was holding the Omega. Or had been, 
because at the soft sound Molly had let go and unwound himself from Caleb. 


“Fuck...” Molly cursed softly, shifting back with a guilty expression. “Fuck, I’m sorry, 
Caleb...” 


It was a struggle for Fjord not to stride forward and rip Caleb away from Molly, to push the 
Omega behind him, protect him. A moment later and Molly was standing, carefully pulling 
Caleb to his feet too. He still looked guilty, but a stubborn reluctance had joined his 
expression. 


The tension in Fjord fled, turning to shocked surprise as Molly nudged Caleb towards him, 
the Teifling’s own fiery gaze averted in deference to Fjord. Only once Caleb was by Fjord’s 
side, and Molly had retreated a step, did the bloodhunter look up at Fjord. “Fine, just... how 
long do you think it’ll take? I want to at least let Cad know so he can have something for 
Caleb. And get Jester to prepare some spells to heal him.” 


Fjord sighed, looking over at Caleb next to him. The Omega was a tightly wound ball of 
tension again, shoulders shivering and the scent of fear as sharp as ever. 


“T’ll be as quick as I can.” Fjord stated, all the fight gone out of his voice as he met Molly’s 
gaze. He looked back to Caleb, directing his next words to the Omega. “I don’t want you 
hurting, neither does Molly. We’ll do this one thing, then get you some food and take care of 
those injuries. Allright?” 


Fjord looked over at Molly, offering a peacekeeping smile. Molly returned the expression, 
though his attention was soon drawn back to Caleb. He was still feeling guilty, Fjord could 
tell that easily without the scent giving him away. 


“Sorry, Caleb.” Molly murmured quietly, turning and heading out of the room the same way 
he’d entered earlier. 


Fjord sighed again, rubbing the back of his neck before glancing at Caleb. “Come on, might 
as well get this over with.” 


Omega trailing behind him, Fjord led the way back to the main foyer. 


Mollymauk 


Chapter Notes 
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“Molly.” 


A grin curled across Mollymauk’s features; sharp fangs revealed in the curl of his lips. Fjord, 
astute as ever, had guessed he was close by. And, as Molly had predicted, the warlock needed 
help. Fjord was great, he really was, but he could be impossibly stiff and formal sometimes, 
especially when he was uncomfortable. 


And one would have to be blind not to see how uncomfortable Fjord was with so quickly 
accepting a new pack mate into their home. Caleb might be an Omega, something they’d 
only dreamed of finding, but he was being pushed on them by the King. To say they all had 
mixed emotions about it was an understatement. 


Most of the pack’s unease was quelled just seeing Caleb. 


Caduceus had immediately frowned, muttering to himself about fixing the Omega a warm 
meal light enough he could keep it down. It clued everyone else in on just how malnourished 
the Omega was. 


Beau had been silent, but the coiled tension that had been present since learning the Omega 
was Assembly owned had faded when she’d caught a glimpse of Caleb. 


Yasha had needed to physically keep Jester from just marching into the midst of the 
precession to heal the Omega. Not that they could see any injuries, but Veth had unhelpfully 
pointed out that he walked like he was hurting. She’d then turned to leave, and Molly guessed 
she’d gone to find her mate and offspring. 


Luc hadn’t presented yet and, while the pup of two Beta’s was often going to be Beta, Molly 
would guess seeing on Omega in such a state bothered her for more than the obvious reason. 


None of them had even met this Omega yet, much less caught his scent, and they were all 
already up in arms over him. Really, Fjord had the right idea when he suggested it be him 
who meet the King’s messengers to accept the... the gift. 


They’d agreed, of course, Molly only very reluctantly. He was curious about the Omega more 
than the rest of them. Beau, Yasha, and Jester had each other, Cad was interested in none of 
that type of thing, and Veth had Yezza. None of them had room in their relationships for an 
Omega, while he and Fjord desperately needed something. And the idea of an Omega felt like 
it would be the best fit. The rest of the pack would benefit from it too, so long as this Caleb’s 
personality was one they all meshed with. 


So, while the others had gone to distract themselves and wait for the King’s people to leave, 
Molly had instead snuck off to find just where exactly the deed was to be done. Screw Fjord 


and his agreement to the pack leader to stay away, Molly was curious. 


Turns out he was right, because here was Fjord calling him, and Molly couldn’t help but be 
smug. 


The smugness soon faded to concern as he got closer, the overwhelming scent of 
fear/terror/fear and the salt of unshed tears from the Omega twisting his stomach. Gods, how 
had Fjord managed to deal with this for so long. His partner had damned well better not be 
the reason for those tears. 


Molly leaned down, kneeling on the floor next to the couch so he was eye level with their 
soon to be new pack mate. He didn’t like the circumstances, certainly did not like the stench 
of raw terror emanating from the Omega, but he understood the reason why Fjord had to rush 
this. 


Caleb met his gaze for a few breaths, eyes wide and filled with fear, before looking away 
with a flinch and choked off whimper. Molly let out a soothing Alpha purr in response, 
wanting to reassure the Omega. He reached towards him slowly, forcing a smile despite the 
sharp spike of fear scent coming from Caleb. “Easy love, I don’t want to hurt you. Just 
admire you.” 


Molly’s smile gentled as he carefully stroked a hand down the Omega’s face. He repeated the 
motion, heart twisting to feel the tremors wracking Caleb’s form. He’d probably have 
tumbled right off the couch if not for Fjord holding him still. Yet Caleb did not attempt to pull 
away from the touch, instead remained still with Fjord’s hand laying gentle on his neck and 
Molly petting his cheek. 


Whatever the Omega’s thoughts, the scend of fear remained as sharp as ever. 


“I’m only here to help, love.” Molly continued, glancing up to meet Fjord’s gaze and nodding 
pointedly toward Caleb’s exposed neck. The sooner they got this over with, the sooner they 
could let Caleb up. The bond should help alleviate any fears, would help Caleb view them as 
pack and not a threat. He turned his attention back to Caleb, the Omega still not looking at 
either of them. “Fjord’s the pack leader, officially, only one going to bite you, I promise.” 


“The others will wait to meet you until you’re ready, no one wants to hurt you. Not me, not 
Fjord here.” Molly continued speaking, moving his hands out of Fjord’s way as the warlock 
leaded back down over Caleb, lips going to the Omega’s neck. Caleb’s tension only 
increased, so Molly pitched his voice softer to try and help him. “Easy now, love, just relax. 
It'll hurt worse if you’re tense, and we don’t want that.” 


It was over quickly enough after that, Fjord taking advantage of the relatively relaxed posture 
of the Omega. It probably wouldn’t get any better and Caleb didn’t even wince as Fjord bit 
down, though his breath did stutter a bit, fearful expectation in his scent. 


Molly gave Fjord a half smile as he sat up, trying to reassure him as well. 


“See. That wasn’t so difficult.” Fjord commented, returning Molly’s smile with one of his 
own. It was a strained expression, but he was trying. 


“Sorry.” Caleb’s reply to the statement was thin and terrified, the Omega cringing in on 
himself with a frightened whine. “S-sorry, I... I can do b-better, please. Please, l-let me try 
again?’ 


Oh, oh no no, that wouldn’t do. Caleb thought he’d done something wrong and nothing could 
be further from the truth. Molly glanced up quickly at Fjord, finding the other Alpha at an 
apparent loss, so he took over for a moment. He reached forward, turning Caleb’s head so he 
could look him in the face. He had his eyes closed, was drenched in the scent of fear, and 
Molly made sure to be as gentle as he could. 


“Caleb, no.” Molly assured him, purring through the words to try and sooth the Omega. “You 
did perfect, you don’t have to do anything again.” 


He smiled softly, pleased that Caleb opened his eyes to look at him. Unable to resist, Molly’s 
gaze flickered up lasciviously to Fjord’s as he added. “Besides, Fjord likes it easy.” 


As expected, Fjord growled at him and Molly smirked. The banter was good for Fjord, some 
of the unease draining of out him. Fjord shifted back off of Caleb after that, pulling the 
Omega into a seated position. Molly was quick to sit behind Caleb, resisting the urge to press 
close and instead giving him a foot or so of space. 


Caleb sat with his head down, the back of his neck covered by his hair and the collar of his 
coat. He was quiet and submissive, and facing Fjord, so Molly let the warlock take the lead 
on what happened next. 


“Caleb.” Fjord began, the Omega’s head tilting adorably at the sound of his name. He seemed 
so surprised each time one of them said it. Almost as surprised as being called ‘love’, like 
he’d never had anyone say that to him before. 


“Td like to just sit here with you for a moment, let the bond settle, if you are okay with that?” 
Fjord continued and Molly stifled a grimace, feeling left out and not entirely sure who he was 
jealous of. Fjord for being with Caleb, or Caleb for taking up so much of Fjord’s attention. 


“Molly can stay too.” Fjord added, as if he could read Molly’s mind. That sounded much 
better. Molly wanted to get to know Caleb and look after him, and Fjord... well, he just liked 
being around Fjord in generally. When they weren’t arguing. 


The playfulness in the warlock soon turned to awkward silence as his attention shifted back 
to Caleb, brows drawing together in concern. “Do you... want to know anything, have any 
questions?” 


“Do you want me t-to strip, Alpha?” Caleb asked, stumbling slightly over the question. 


Oh, that sounded delightful! Perhaps not the best to agree to the entirety of that because he 
still smelled of fear, but Caleb was pack now. Molly could only hope that the suggestion 
meant the Omega was at least a little interested in them. He had Fjord’s scent all over him 
and, now that the idea occurred to him, Molly wanted nothing more than to add his own to 
the mix. The skin to skin contact would probably also help Caleb, as well as being covered in 
both Alpha’s scent. Hopefully help him to know he belonged. 


Probably too eagerly, Molly began undoing his own shirt, freezing in place as he looked up 
and met the surprisingly disapproving gaze of Fjord. He lifted a shoulder in a questioning 
gesture, unsure just what had annoyed Fjord this time. Fjord’s lips thinned in a disapproving 
line as he shook his head once. 


Molly swallowed a sigh, rolling his eyes. 


Fine, it wasn’t like he needed either himself or Caleb unclothed to scent him. It was just more 
fun that way. And he wouldn’t push if Caleb wasn’t into it, and the Omega had suggested it in 
the first place. 


“How about just your shirt? I’d love to scent you properly.” Molly asked, shrugging 
unrepentant at the exasperated look Fjord was giving him. So sue him, he couldn’t help but 
flirt a little. This was the first Omega he’d ever been in contact with. And Caleb was cute too, 
despite how afraid he was. Once the man was comfortable, he was going to be a heartbreaker, 
Molly could tell. 


Besides, the flirting had seemed to calm Caleb earlier, at least a little. This was a small 
enough compromise to Caleb’s question, since Fjord was being stubborn. It wasn’t like he 
had any intentions of hurting Caleb, or forcing the Omega if he didn’t want to do it. It was 
just a question, he didn’t expect anything from Caleb. 


And if Caleb agreed, really it would probably go a long way to calming him. 


Caleb was tense in front of him, not answering or indicating whether or not he’d prefer the 
suggestion. After a long pause, Caleb looked up at Fjord, baring his neck in submission and 
Molly realized he was waiting on Fjord’s permission. 


Hurt flashed through him briefly, always everyone defaulted to Fjord’s decisions. Within the 
pack they were equal, but the fucked up Empire always looked to the ‘leader’ for a decision. 
How this was supposed to work, including Caleb in their relationship if he was willing, when 
the Omega defaulted to Fjord as the decision maker... Molly wasn’t sure. 


“Alright.” Fjord agreed, thought Molly’s enthusiasm was already gone. The sharp spike of 
fear from Caleb as he shrugged off his coat was equally as unpleasant, though Molly was 
more alarmed at the few red marks he could see stretched up the back of the man’s neck. 
Gods, please don’t let that be... 


Molly went stock still as Caleb pulled off his shirt, the skin on the Omega's back going taunt 

and pulling in what had to be a painful way for the scars and wounds on his back. Some were 
fresh, enough that if who ever had put them there had hit him any harder there would still be 

blood on the Omega’s back. They couldn’t be more than a few days old at most. 


He was going to kill those fuckers. Caleb was... he was so fucking sweet and Molly had only 
just met him and he couldn’t even dream of ever doing anything to hurt him, and those 
bastards had beaten the hell out of the Omega. Molly reached out, placing a gentle hand on 
Caleb’s back, horrified to feel that even to him Caleb’s skin was hot to the touch. Just laying 
on his back while Fjord had... it had to have hurt. 


“T’ll be g-good. I promise, III — I-I’ll be good for you, I swear, I w-will. I'll listen, I-“‘ Caleb 
was pleading, begging them as if they would add to this. And if this is what had been done to 
him, Molly could understand why he would think they’d do the same. He needed to do 
something, head off the panic before Caleb got swept up in it. 


Something simple, something easy that Caleb could get right. Something he would know he 
could get right and not be hurt for it. Molly pressed forward, mindful of the injuries on the 
Omega’s back as he curled around him. He smiled as reassuringly as he could, posing his 
question in a soft tone. ” What did I tell you I was going to do, love?” 


Step one: remind Caleb he already had a plan in mind, and that it was something that would 
not hurt. 


Caleb gave him the answer after only two breaths, the Omega’s voice thin with fear and 
uncertainty. “S-scent me?” 


Molly hummed his approval, sound turning into a soothing purr as he rubbed his cheek gently 
against Caleb’s. Step two: follow through on something that didn't hurt the Omega. He 
continued the motion, keeping his movements careful and slow, both approval for the answer 
given and action for what he’d said he would do. After a second, he flicked his gaze up 
toward Fjord, staring at him meaningfully until the half-orc got the hint. 


With Fjord helping, Caleb soon went limp against him, finally releasing the tension he’d held 
onto this entire time. Molly expressed his approval by curling carefully around Caleb and 
continuing to do exactly as he’d said. Scenting the Omega was soothing to himself as well, 
calming the rage at seeing what had been done to Caleb. 


Their scents blended together so perfectly. Fjord’s and Caleb’s, and his own now mixed in... 
He couldn’t wait until the rest of the pack’s joined it. Preferably not in quite such an intimate 
and close fashion as this; he was okay sharing this with Fjord, they were near mates at this 
point anyway. Caleb would be perfect if he were interested. 


After a few minutes, Molly sighed, content with how Caleb had almost stopped shaking, 
though he still smelled of fear a bit. More than anything his scent held that of himself and 
Fjord, which pleased Molly very much, and a faint bit of confusion. 


Molly glanced over at Fjord, smiling softly at how the warlock was curled as close to Caleb 
as possible. Not that there was room for him to give the Omega space, crammed in between 
him and the back of the couch. With some reluctance, Molly broke the silence. 


“Can we feed him now? Because you know Cad’s been dying to since he laid eyes on him.” 
He asked lightly, gaze drifting back down to the Omega in his arms. The slight humor at such 
a classic Caduceus thing to do soon faded as he took in the Omega. Rail thin with each rib 
painfully visible, his bones far too easy to see and feel with every breath Caleb drew. “Caleb, 
you’re so thin, you must be hungry.” 


Gods, when was the last time they’d fed him? Did they even bother? Molly hadn’t paid much 
attention when they’d all been discussing the who, where, and why of the Omega, so he 
wasn’t sure who Caleb had been with before being brought here. Only that Beau had been 


suspicious because somewhere along the line it had been a member of the Cerberus 
Assembly. If Caleb had come directly from deceased past... owner... then they might not 
have cared about feeding him. They obviously hadn’t cared about tending to his injuries. 


“Not right now, Molly.” Fjord sighed, breaking Molly out of his thoughts. Molly narrowed 
his eyes, tip of his tail twitching with the beginning stages of annoyance. Fjord started to sit 
up and Molly let him keep talking, giving him a chance to have a fucking good excuse or to 
change his mind. 


“T have to affirm with our guests that the bonding is done. They’!] want to see proof.” 


Oh, that was definitely not a good enough excuse. Molly pulled Caleb closer once Fjord had 
gotten up, making sure he was securely settled on the couch before laying his chin on top the 
Omega’s head protectively. No way in hell was Fjord dragging Caleb off mere moments after 
they’d come to some sense of calm. “Fjord...” 


“No, Molly.” Fjord interrupted him, having the audacity to growl at him. “This has already 
taken longer-“ 


“T wasn’t asking your permission, Fjord.” Molly hissed angrily, drawing Caleb tighter to 
himself. 


“T didn’t say you needed permission, but we can’t just take all the time we want. They’re 
waiting-“ Fjord retorted, tone rising with frustration. 


“So let them wait!” Molly snapped, sitting up a little straighter, even his tail curling around 
the Omega in his arms. “He needs healing, and food. I can feel every bone in his back every 
time he takes a breath!” 


Those bastards could wait for an eternity for all Molly cared. In fact, they could never lay 
eyes or hands on Caleb again and it would be too soon for Molly. Why was he being so 
obtuse about this? It served them right to have to wait and the more it annoyed them, them 
better. 


One meal isn’t going to change that!” Fjord snarled, glowering at Molly with crossed arms. 


Molly was getting fed up with Fjord’s hardheadedness, heading dangerously into the territory 
of being well and truly pissed off. He wasn’t an idiot. Of course he knew one meal wasn’t 
going to magically fix Caleb, but it would at least be that much less time that he was 
suffering. 


“Well it’s a start! Better than letting-“ Molly began, breaking off in surprise at a muffled 
sound of pain from the Omega in his arms. 


“Fuck...” Molly muttered guiltily, realizing how tightly he’d been holding Caleb. His back... 
fuck, and he hadn’t even been watching out for his claws and his front was all bruises too, 
damn it. 


Molly loosened his grip, releasing Caleb quickly and shifting away from him. Damn it, gods 
he’d been so wrapped up arguing... “Fuck, I’m sorry, Caleb...” 


He looked away as he stood up, guilty and ashamed at having caused Caleb pain. Carefully, 
he reached over to pull Caleb to his feet too. The Omega moved willingly, eyes downcast and 
obviously struggling not to hunch his shoulders to defend against a blow. He reeked of terror 
again, pain and blood a sharp undercurrent, and Molly had never felt more like a piece of shit 
in his life. 


He nudged Caleb toward Fjord, dropping his own gaze in as much a sign of submission to the 
other Alpha as he could muster. He didn’t like surrendering, especially because he still felt 
the King’s errand boys could wait while he and the pack took care of Caleb. He belonged 
with them now and they took care of their own. But he also realized it would do Caleb no 
good for them to argue about it. He had no way of knowing it wouldn’t turn into a physical 
fight and would be all the more terrified if they continued. 


Just this once then, he would back down. 


“Fine, just... how long do you think itll be?” He acquiesced, taking a step back and only 
looking back up at Fjord when he was no longer touching Caleb. “I want to at least let Cad 
know so he can have something for Caleb. And get Jester to prepare some spells to heal 
him.” 


“T’ll be as quick as I can.” Fjord stated, seeming to deflate in the face of the newly renewed 
fear from the Omega. He looked to Caleb beside him as he continued. “I don’t want you 
hurting, neither does Molly. We’ll do this one thing, then get you some food and take care of 
those injuries. Allright?” 


Fjord looked back over at Molly, offering a smile. Molly returned the expression as best he 
could, wondering if his own was as worried as Fjord’s appeared. 


Molly still felt so damned guilty, his gaze drifting back over to where Caleb stood with his 
gaze focused on the floor. He was completely motionless, like he wanted to just disappear. 


“Sorry, Caleb.” Molly repeated, already knowing he wouldn’t get a response. 


He turned to leave the room, his trust that Fjord would protect Caleb the only thing allowing 
him to leave. He’d go update the rest of the pack, get some things in the works for Caleb, and 
by then the Empire messengers had better hope they were far far away. 
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Caleb kept his gaze down as he followed Fjord back to the meeting hall, remaining in 
obedient step slightly behind the Alpha. The king’s messengers were where they’d been left, 
milling about dully as they waited. There were five of them in total, though their guard 
number a great deal more. They had opted to wait outside, most of them knowing and 
respecting the Nein Pack and their accomplishments. 


The leader of the ambassadorial group was a short, squat beta male whose name Caleb had 
never been given. There had been little talk between the group on the journey, so Caleb had 
not even heard it spoken. It was this man that stood to address Fjord as he returned with 
Caleb in tow. 


“The bond was successful?” 
“Tt was. Is.” Fjord stated. 


“Tf you would not mind, I will need to affirm such personally.” The messenger explained, 
only then glancing at Caleb. “Omega.” 


Caleb stepped forward automatically, having learned quickly over the last week of travel to 
obey this man the first time he spoke an order. He was far too aware of his now shirtless state 
and did not look forward to being manhandled again by this man. 


Yet he didn’t belong to him, something Fjord very swiftly reminded them of with a low angry 
growl from deep in the half-orc’s chest. Caleb winced, quickly stepping back and dropping to 
his knees at his new Alpha’s side. 


Caleb didn’t dare look up, but he could imagine the look of surprise on the messenger’s face. 
The beta was a man who considered the only way to obtain obedience was to beat it into the 
Omega before even giving Caleb the chance to obey. He’d been very keen on doling out 

frequent ‘reminders’ along the journey. The man was probably shocked there was no blood or 
bruises, yet Caleb was so instantly kneeling at Fjord’s lightest indication. 


As if Caleb didn’t already know he had no choice. 


Not only was Fjord an Alpha, but Caleb was now bonded to him. Doubly owned, in a sense. 
He risked enough having even begun to obey the beta in the first place. 


Caleb folded his arms behind him, settling into an obediently submissive posture as he tilted 
his head slightly to reveal the fresh bite mark. Angered or not, the Alpha would have to allow 
the inspection or risk the King’s ire. At least Fjord seemed possessive enough that Caleb 
dared hope the beta would not be allowed to touch, though it didn’t bode well for the rest of 
Caleb’s stay with this pack either way. 


Fjord shifted closer to Caleb as the beta approached, resting a hand in his hair. Caleb closed 
his eyes to fight back a whimper, shoulders tensing in fear. However, Fjord’s hand didn’t 
tighten, didn’t pull at his hair or yank his head back. He just held him still as the messenger 
bend close to inspect the bite. 


Caleb was still waiting on the pain as the beta finished and stepped back, heart skipping in 
icy fear at every slight motion from the Alpha above him. A delay in discipline was that only, 
a delay, but Caleb still prayed that Fjord would not realize that he could, even now, do as he 
wished to Caleb and none of these here would bat an eye. Caleb could easily scent the 
growing anger in the Alpha and had no wish for there to be an audience to whatever 
punishment Fjord preferred give. Mercifully, the Alpha held his temper in check for now. 


“Congratulations on your new Omega.” The messenger said, stepping back and giving a 
slight nod to Fjord. “I have some other business to discuss with you, a possible assignment 
from his majesty, before we depart.” 


“Alright, let me just... one moment, to settle him.” Fjord grunted, continuing after a slight 
pause. “Two minutes, I'll pass him off to Molly.” 


The beta let out a little sigh, but must have agreed, though Caleb still did not dare look up. 
Instead, he waited, paying attention to the Alpha’s movements, and stood to his feet when 
Fjord began shifting away. Fjord liked it easy, he remembered Molly saying that, so Caleb 
thought he probably wouldn’t get in trouble for anticipating the order to follow. 


Fjord’s hand was a guiding pressure at his back, but he wasn’t hitting him or even gripping 
him roughly, so Caleb was cautiously optimistic about his decision. 


Fjord walked them out of the main room, passing a few different doors and looking in each 
one. He seemed to be getting frustrated at each room, something that did not reassure Caleb 
at all. Five doors down and he sighed, leading Caleb into the empty room. 


“Of all the times for him to NOT be skulking around when I need him.... Look, stay here, 
okay? I'll be back when I can, or maybe one of the others will... but you’Il be fine, none of 
them will hurt you, okay?” Fjord stated, frowning at Caleb. 


Caleb nodded automatically, understanding at least the order to stay here. He could only 
guess that the ‘others’ Fjord meant were the rest of the pack. 


Fjord grimaced, shaking his head in obvious displeasure though he still made no move to 
correct his new Omega. Caleb wasn’t sure what to make of it, nor was he sure what to do 
with himself when Fjord abruptly turned and left him alone. The Alpha didn’t even bother to 
shut the door, let alone lock it. 


Not that Caleb was foolish enough to disobey a direct order from the pack leader. He would 
stay, as he’d been instructed. 


It wasn’t the worst room to stay in, some kind of study or lounge. There were a few books, 
the sight an instant draw for Caleb, though he resisted. Time enough to try and take a peek 
later, he did not want to set a standard of disobedience so soon. 


He let his hand brush across the top of one of the large armchairs, the fabric smooth and soft. 
It looked comfortable, large enough that most anyone could curl up there with room to spare. 
Really, one could call it a small loveseat with how large it was. Another temptation, though 
he wasn’t sure if he were allowed. Again, he resisted, distracting himself by inspecting the 
rest of the room. 


There was a desk at the far side of the room, papers and writing tools strewn about messily, 
additional books on a shelf behind it. The decorations were... a mix of many artistic designs, 
as if someone had collected a handful of items and placed them randomly. Caleb had little 
eye for interior decorating, but even he found the arrangement chaotic and disjointed. 


Looking around the room took little enough time, and Caleb was left with nothing else to do. 
He was not permitted to leave, did not wish to risk touching any of the books so soon, and 
had nothing else to occupy himself with. He was walking around the room looking at the odd 
décor for a third time when the sound of footsteps at the doorway caught his attention. 


He stepped away from the bust of the gnome he’d been inspecting, turning to face who he 
presumed would be Fjord returning to collect him. Except it wasn’t Fjord, but the far too 
familiar sight of Cobalt blue robes that stood in the doorway. His heart stuttered in his chest, 
panic flooding his senses. One of the pack was of the Cobalt Soul. A sharp intake of breath, 
the scent moving into the room, made the situation that much worse. 


One of the ALPHA’S of the pack was Cobalt Soul. 
Fuck, this was going to hurt. This was... verdamnt, he was not ready for this. Not again. 


Caleb dropped to his knees quickly, wincing at the sharp pain from hitting the floor so fast. 
He bowed his head, placing his palms on his thighs as he waited, submitted just as he’d been 
taught. He knew Fjord probably would not like it, Caleb had gotten an inkling of the man’s 
possessiveness already, but he was far too terrified of the right now to put too much worry 
into any resulting punishment later. 


The monk was the current danger and what mattered was pleasing her. Caleb had been 
trained thoroughly enough with how he was expected to behave around an Expositor, and he 
could easily recognize her rank on sight. Fjord was an unknown, but Caleb had plenty of 
experience with the discipline of the Cobalt Soul towards one of his kind and he would risk 
Fjord’s anger to avoid any repeat of THAT. 


“You must be Caleb. I’m surprised Fjord left you on your own. Molly’s gonna be pissed.” 
The Alpha stated, tone full of mocking humor. 


Caleb’s hands tightening, repressing a shudder. He was dismayed, yet unsurprised, when she 
wandered further into the room he’d been placed, ever so slowly stalking closer to him. He 
didn’t know the rules of this pack, didn’t know what level of deference he owed her. Not that 
it mattered, because Caleb would do anything she said just to avoid finding out how much 
she despised him. 


“Not at you though...” She commented, now standing only a few feet away. 


Her tone was odd, one that Caleb wasn’t sure he was reading correctly. Alpha’s were never 
unsure, never confused. Or at least they’d never show such in front of an Omega. Least of all 
a monk toward a mage. 


Caleb tensed as she shifted closer, the Alpha squatting down and leaning so she was looking 
at his face. “I’m Beau, by the way.” 


She didn’t move, seemed to be waiting on an answer. Caleb was reluctant to reply. He didn’t 
want to be hit for speaking out of turn, yet he knew he would be struck if he continued to 
defy the unspoken order. There was no correct solution, there never was. 


“T-thank you, Alpha.” Caleb said quietly, hands clenching where they rested on his leg as he 
tried to hide the tremble in his limbs. He was careful not to meet her gaze, desperate to show 
he could be good. He didn’t need to be taught his place; he knew how far above him she was. 


Caleb closed his eyes as she reached towards him, breath hitching as the back of her hand 
brushed gently against his face. He waited, but the touch remained gentle. 


“Hey, I won’t hit you, okay?” Beau said softly. “Yeah, I’m not a fan of the Assembly, but 
looks like Omega’s there got it just the same as everywhere else.” 


Caleb swallowed, trying and failing to suppress a shiver. Just what the hells was that 
supposed to mean? She would not hit him, did not like him, and he was the same as all other 
Omega’s? Her words made no sense, contradicted themselves all in the same breath. 


Yet, on the off chance she was actually offering him a way to avoid pain and discipline, he 
repeated his appreciation. “Thank you, Alpha.” 


She dropped her hand, letting out a short puff of breath that had Caleb flinching and fighting 
to remain still and not cringe away from her. 


“Come on, up. Off the floor.” Beau demanded suddenly, not waiting for him to obey but just 
grabbing him and hauling him upright. For all that her words were half growled, the Alpha’s 
hands were still gentle. 


He fumbled to stay on his feet, though Beau was soon pressing him to sit down in the large 
plush sitting chair. Alarmingly, she followed suit, curling up close and tugging him closer 
when he tried to give her space. He didn’t dare struggle against her hold and soon she was 
wrapped around him as best as she was able. 


“I’m sorry for scaring you okay?” Beau mumbled, sounding gruff as she let out a low 
grumbling growl. It wasn’t angry, wasn’t that not-growl Fjord and Molly had done, but at 
least it wasn’t angry. “Just relax, okay? No one’s gonna hurt you here.” 


Beau wasn’t sure if the Omega believed her or not, he still smelled like fucking terror, but he 
wasn’t trying to squirm away. Probably a win, but it didn’t do anything to get the memory of 
the look on his face when he’d laid eyes on her. Beau hadn’t known anyone could look so 
scared of her, and she hadn’t even done anything. 


In hindsight, probably not a good idea to have snuck up on him. But damn it, she was 
curious. He wasn’t like any other Assembly mage she’d ever met before, she’d been able to 
tell that just watching him when he’d arrived with that little entourage earlier. And seeing 
him here, now... He was so scrawny, and bruised, and injured, and just... so fucking scared. 
Beau wasn’t really great with her instincts, it was part of the reason why she and Yasha and 
Jester worked so well together, but right now she was at least trying to help. 


She had no idea if it were working or not, but if nothing else he’d maybe be a little warmer. 
She was going to give Fjord and Molly so much shit after this. Caleb had definitely had a 
shirt when he’d arrived, now he had a bite mark and no shirt. Didn’t take much to put two 
and two together. 


Jester peeked her head in on them some time later, looking in for a few moments before 
exaggeratedly walking into the room. 


“What are you doing, Beau?” Jester asked, tilting her head as she watched them curiously. 


“Trying to make him feel better.” Beau replied, keeping her tone light and easy. Caleb was 
tensing in her arms again, though he did not try to get up or turn to see who had entered the 
room with them. Way too well trained and Beau really hated their entire society. 


She nudged him into moving, trying to be as gentle as possible to get him to sit up but stay 
next to her. At least so that he could see Jester. Cuddling with him had helped though, his 
scent wasn’t quite as terrified as when she’d first showed up, so she didn’t really want him to 
move away completely. 


“Well... you’re real shit at it, Beau.” Jester declared bluntly, after an appropriately amount of 
time for dramatic effect. She skipped over to them, throwing herself on top of Beauregard 
and squishing herself into the large chair with them. 


Jester ended up wound all around Beau, the Alpha grinning and laughing. This, of course, by 
necessity put Caleb back in Beau’s arms again, the three of them just barely managing to fit 
on the plush seat. Once settled, Jester tilted her head to look at Caleb, their noses only a few 
inches apart thanks to her delightful arrangement. 


“Molly said you were hurt. I am a wonderful healer, super amazing at it, and it would be my 
pleasure if you’d let me heal you?” 


Beau could just about feel the anxiety building in the Omega, but she still wasn’t prepared 
when he glanced to her and asked permission. 


“M-may I, Alpha?” 


“Yeah. It’s fine.” Beau grunted, tilting her head to breath in Jester’s comforting scent. Jester 
worked her magic pretty quick, all three of them pressed close enough it was no trouble for 
the Tiefling to reach over to run a hand across Caleb’s shoulder. It probably didn’t pick up all 
the Omega’s injuries, but it was enough that he visibly relaxed when she was done with the 
spell. 


Satisfied with what she’d done, or a perhaps just as unwilling as Beau to make Caleb move, 
Jester cuddled up close to the Alpha, tucking her face in the nape of Beau’s neck. With one of 
her mates behind her and an Omega in her arms, it was about as closet to perfection as Beau 
could imagine. It would be perfect if Yasha were here. Beau definitely understood why 
Omega’s were so coveted. She didn’t even swing his way, but he had the most calming scent 
now that he wasn’t so scared. 


Just why the hell anyone would cause him, or any Omega, pain was beyond her. His scent 
was so much better now that it wasn’t completely soured by terror. 


Unfortunately, the arrangement wasn’t one that could last long. 


Beau was already starting to get a crick in her neck, her spine aching from being contorted 
into such a tight squeeze in the chair. It was smothering for her, she couldn’t imagine what it 
felt like for Caleb. With no small amount of difficulty, Beauregard unwound herself from 
Caleb, ignoring his looks of wary unease as she stood up to move to the other chair. 


Jester was quick to follow, crawling her way onto Beau’s lap and continuing her cuddle nap. 
Beau smiled contently, letting the cleric wrap around her and burrow close. Yeah, Yasha 
would make this about perfect. Little fire going, some blanket, thunderstorm outside... it’d be 
the perfect way to relax. 


Except Mollymauk had to come in and ruin her little daydream of perfection. 


Caleb was what alerted her to the other Alpha’s arrival, the Omega scrambling up from the 
chair and backing away from it a few steps. She hoped that little habit would be something 
that could be fixed just by telling him he was fine to sit wherever he wanted. For now, she 
wasn't going to draw attention to it. 


“T go looking for Caddy and I find all of you instead.” Molly chuckled, shaking his head as 
he sauntered into the room. He glanced between them all, gaze lingering fondly on Caleb 
before he turned to Beau. “Where’s Fjord?” 


Beau shrugged, then nodded her head to Caleb. “Dunno. Found him here by himself.” 


“By him... ugh. Someone remind me to be angry with Fjord later.” Molly growled, rubbing 
one temple dramatically. He flashed a grin towards Jester when she giggled against Beau’s 
neck. 


Molly moved over toward Caleb, being careful and slow as he curled around the Omega 
despite how Caleb shrank in on himself. Jester had to have healed Caleb, and Molly breathed 
in his scent in hopes of finding a whole hell of a lot less pain and fear. “Sorry you were on 
your own, Fjord can-“ 


Molly pulled back with a scowl, shifting his red gaze over to Beauregard. He was more 
disgruntled than perhaps he perhaps should have been, Caleb could do as he pleased, but that 
didn’t stop him from feeling a bit jealous. “Why the fuck does he smell like you?” 


Caleb flinched in his arms, shifting around to bare his throat and nuzzle at Molly’s neck, 
breathlessly apologizing. “Please, Alpha. I’m sorry, I- I w-won’t do it again, I-“ 


“Hush.” Molly admonished him gently, though Caleb’s mouth snapped shut as if it had been a 
barked order. Molly swallowed a sigh, attempting to put some levity in the sudden tension. 

Or if nothing else, reassure Caleb he wasn’t mad. “You’re not in trouble. If anyone is, it’s 
Beau.” 


Caleb ducked his head, going still and quiet, waiting for something though Molly couldn’t 
guess just what that was. Molly turned his focus on Beau, waiting for some explanation from 
her. She was looking smug, an almost lazy insolence as if she’d just had a good fuck rather 
than having just sat scenting Caleb for the past twenty odd minutes. 


“He was upset, I was trying to be nice.” Beau said, too at ease to be defensive. 
All traces of a scowl vanished from Molly, his eyebrows rising in surprise. 


“Don’t give me that look.” Beau snorted before Molly could even ask. “You try cuddling him 
and see how you feel.” 


As if to prove her point, or give him a hint Molly didn’t know which, Beau wrapped her arms 
more securely around Jester, gently resting her chin on the cleric. 


Molly paused, then looked down at Caleb. The Omega was carefully looking away, trembling 
slightly with his jaw clenched tightly shut. “Well? What do you say?” 


Caleb flinched again, speaking in a rushed whisper. “I’m sorry. I’ll be good, I-“ 


“No,” Molly interrupted gently. “I mean what do you think of a little cuddle time? I’ve never 
seen Beau so relaxed and, honestly, I could use some of that myself.” 


“Best way to get to know the pack.” Beau chimed in, sliding from the chair to sprawl more 
comfortably on the floor. Jester adjusted to the movement, using Beau’s stomach as a pillow 
and humming agreement. 


It was... honestly the oddest proposal Caleb had ever heard. Strange enough to be asked in 
the first place instead of just told, but it was an odd request all the same. At least the answer 
was an easy one. 


Caleb nodded, even daring to curl closer to Molly and nuzzle against his neck again. If what 
Beau had done was cuddling, then he was more than willing to repeat the process with Molly. 
It was infinitely better than the beating he had been sure he was about to receive. “Please, 
Alpha.” 


“You’re not in trouble. No one’s going to hurt you.” Molly reassure, tugging him carefully 
over to the chair he’d vacated earlier. 


Molly lounged like he belonged there, gently tugging Caleb up next to him so that the Omega 
was curled across him, face tucked into his neck. Caleb was hesitant to scent Molly, unsure if 
it were allowed. He had little choice though, as Molly seemed decided that’s where he would 


stay. Claws ran carefully through his hair, scratching lightly at his scalp, and effectively 
giving Caleb more than enough warning not to move. 


It wasn’t unpleasant, at least. Molly’s smoky scent was that of calm and contented Alpha. 
Combined with a slow building rumble of that not growl, and the light brush of fingers 
through his hair, Caleb was almost too relaxed. His thoughts were a backdrop of white static, 
breaths soon coming slow and deep as if he could just breath the Alpha’s scent in completely. 
If this was cuddling, with nothing else to follow after, Caleb would very willingly do this any 
time the Alpha’s wished. 


Chapter End Notes 


This is turning into little more than a guilty pleasure fic with lots of angst cuddles. I 
shall guiltily share it in hopes of the plot I have in mind actually showing up at some 
point. 


Playtime and Purrs 


Chapter Notes 


I am just... in a mood for the softness. So my other fic still sits not updated. But the 
softness. 


Anyway, have another chapter of angst and fluff. 


Molly was very content to have Caleb in his arms, the Omega breathing slow and even in 
sleep. It was amazing he even felt comfortable enough to sleep, though Molly thought that 
had more to do with the stress of the day than any real sense of safety around them. At least 
the angry red stripes on Caleb’s back were thin lines of mostly healed pink, the bruises faded 
and near gone as well. 


Molly frowned to himself, glancing around as it suddenly occurred to him that it was very 
odd for Caleb to be wandering around half dressed. The Omega was nervous enough it didn’t 
seem like something he’d do willingly. He had to stifle a sigh of annoyance finding no 
indication of Caleb’s shirt. Had Fjord taken him to the king’s messengers like this? 


Not that he could really blame Fjord, it wasn’t like Molly had been thinking about it when 
he’d left them. He did have to wonder how Fjord was getting along though, what was taking 
so long. He certainly didn’t envy the warlock. Molly knew he didn’t have the temperament to 
play diplomat. Not with those bastards. 


He pushed the thoughts of kings and diplomats, idiot stereotypes that were government 
enforced, from his mind. He much preferred the contented scent, with not even a hint of fear, 
from the Omega curled up with him. 


Molly was then very much NOT content to have the current peace ruined, with Caleb 
practically leaping out of his arms to fall to the floor, as a certain halfling boy poked his head 
in the room and started shouting. 


“T found them, I found them!” 


Caleb jerked upright, heart skipping at the sudden noise. He hadn’t been aware of falling 
asleep, wasn’t aware of much of anything except the disorientation of a too quick awakening 
and now a short tumble off the couch. He landed with a dull thud, grateful the Alphas had 
allowed him healing as otherwise even that small drop would have hurt. Short, quick 
footsteps raced toward him and Caleb turned in time to be nearly knocked onto his back by a 
very enthusiastic young halfling boy. The child flung himself into Caleb’s lap, arms wrapping 
as best they could around Caleb’s middle in a hug. 


“Luc!” Molly snapped out what Caleb could only assume was the boys name, the Alpha 
surging to his feet. 


Caleb reacted without thinking, wrapping his arms around the child. Luc made it very easy 
by both being small and already having been grabbing him in return. Caleb rolled to his feet, 
adrenaline making the movement quick if not fluid, and curled himself protectively over Luc 
as he let out a low growl of warning. He would gladly deal with the consequences of 
challenging the Alpha’s authority, so long as the child was no longer the focus of Molly’s 
anger. 


Luc wriggled around in his arms, crawling up him to peer over his shoulder and shout again. 
“Mooooom, Molly’s being mean!” 


Caleb dared glance away from Molly, finding another halfling in the doorway, tanned skin 
that matched the boy’s, dark brown hair in two braids down the side. His mother, Caleb 
presumed, and he hoped he was not making any enemies by holding her child. Right now he 
was more focused on keeping Luc from both falling off his shoulder, something the boy 
nearly did as Caleb near jumped a foot in the air as Veth started scolding Molly. 


“Mollymauk Tealeaf, what do you think you’re doing?!” Veth shrieked at him, one hand 
pointing a finger at Molly while the other was on her hip sternly. 


Molly whipped around to stare at her with wide eyes, mouth open in a shocked expression of 
surprise. It was of some amusement to Luc, because he started giggling and squirming around 
to watch the two of them. 


“T didn’t even- what- Why are you yelling at me, I didn’t do anything!” Molly sputtered, eyes 
narrowing to shoot a quick glare at Beau snickering quietly to the side. “You shut up! I didn’t 
do anything!” 


“Mom, Molly just said a mean word!” Luc chimed in gleefully. 


Molly let out a half growl, glancing over at the kid playfully. His gaze slid up to meet Caleb’s 
and he very quickly realized this little play fight was already way out of hand. Caleb’s eyes 
were wide, pupils blown as he panted quick breaths. The Omega took a step backward now 
that the Alpha’s attention was on him, clutching Luc to him securely. 


Fuck. 
Okay, it was fine, this was fine, he could fix it. He could definitely fix it. Hopefully. 


Following his instinct, Molly let out a huffed breath, dropping to sit cross-legged on the floor 
and looking pointedly away from Caleb. Not submission, not really, but surrender of sorts. In 
terms of the game this was supposed to be, he was letting Caleb win. 


Hopefully the man would pick up on it, but considering he was still backing away and now 
sitting his own self on the ground, Molly wasn’t too optimistic about that. 


“Way to go, Molly.” Beau hissed in annoyance. 


Which didn’t help anything at all because, at the sound of the monk’s voice, Caleb shifted 
into such an obvious trained submissive pose that it almost physically hurt Molly to watch. 
The Omega tucked Luc at his side so the kid was shielded from both of them, sat back on his 
knees, put his hands on his legs, and ducked his head low as he just trembled. 


Molly ground his teeth to keep from snarling at Beau. Her little hissed comment had been 
about as bad as his own game with Luc, and neither of them had meant to scare Caleb. She 
felt guilty about it too, just Molly knew he’d fucked up quite enough with Caleb already 
today and he didn’t like Beau rubbing it in. 


Molly slid forward on the floor toward Caleb a foot or so, leaving plenty of space still 
between them, and extended an arm toward Luc for him to come over. 


“Ts he okay? Did I do something wrong?” Luc asked, throwing his arms around Molly’s neck 
and watching Caleb sadly. 


Molly put on a smile, ruffling Luc’s hair playfully. “No one did anything wrong, don’t worry. 
He’ll be fine.” 


Veth came over, bridging the gap between Molly and Caleb, Luc going to her and taking her 
hand. “That’s right. You didn’t do anything bad. It’s okay to be excited.” Veth assured Luc, 
then looked back over at Molly. “Luc and I came to find you for Caduceus. I messaged him 
where we are, he’s bringing snacks.” 


“Snacks!” Luc cheered, happy again now that he’d been assured no one was in trouble. And 
that there were snacks coming. Even Caleb kind of twitched at the idea, like he almost 
wanted to look up but didn’t dare. 


Jester rolled herself off of Beau, coming to a stop as she bumped into Caleb. The mage jerked 
slightly, but stayed still, hands tightening over his knees. 


Jester propped her chin on her hands, heels kicking up idly while her tail waved in interest. 
“Are there pastries?” 


Molly’s lips curled in a smile, very on board with this way of dealing with the awkwardly 
uncomfortable fear from their new packmate. Pretend it wasn’t even there. He sprawled 
forward to mirror Jester’s pose, grinning at her. “When has Caddy ever let you down for 
pastries?” 


Molly took a calming breath, keeping his expression cheerful and happy as he looked over at 
Caleb. He could half see the man’s expression from here, the mage still looking way too 
scared. “You are welcome to whatever snacks you want, just don’t make yourself sick, 
okay?” 


Caleb’s gaze flicked up to meet his for a breath before skittering away. “Y-yes, Alpha.” 


“Why does he call you that?” Luc asked curiously, head tilting as he glanced between Caleb 
and Molly. “Didn’t you tell him your name?” 


There was along pause, Molly frowning to himself as he thought back. “You know... not so 
formally, no.” 


Luc chuckled, stepping closer and crouching down to pat Molly’s cheek. “‘That’s okay. I can 
help!” He then turned to Caleb, who had finally lifted his head enough to watch what was 
going on with a wary and bewildered expression. 


“My name is Luc. That’s my mom, she’s super cool.” Luc said, pointing first to himself, then 
Veth. “Her name is Veth, and my dad is Yezza.” 


Caleb gave him an awkward and strained smile, voice almost a whisper as he replied. “It is 
very nice to meet you, Luc. I am Caleb.” 


Luc smiled widely, eyes brightening as he turned suddenly shy having Caleb’s full attention 
on him. He bit his lip for a second, then turned and hugged Veth while hiding his face in her 
dress. 


“You know Molly’s name, but this is Beau-“ Veth continued for Luc, though Beauregard 
interrupted. 


“T already introduced myself, properly, unlike certain other someone’s.” The monk teased, 
peering over with a smirk at Molly. 


Veth gave Beau a look, waiting with pointed silence before continuing. “And this is Jester. 
You know Fjord, he’s getting rid of pests, and Yasha is helping Caduceus.” 


By pests, Caleb could only surmise she meant the King’s people, and he hoped she did not 
view him in the same light. He had been brought here by them, but Fjord had accepted him 
into the pack. He did not think she disliked him or viewed him as such. Her smile was kind 
enough, and she had thought it worth giving him their names, had not seemed upset that Luc 
had run over to him. Certainly she would not be so kind or... understanding if... if... 


Caleb’s entire train of thought was derailed, all of his attention drawn conclusively to the 
scent of fresh bread and soup that drifted in from the doorway. It was a test of will to remain 
where he knelt as a tall white and pink haired Firbolg soon appeared in the doorway, an 
equally tall woman behind him, and both of them carrying a tray laden with ‘snacks’. Though 
what Veth called snacks, Caleb considered to be a feast. 


It was only Molly’s promise that Caleb may have some of those snacks that gave him the 
willpower to remain in place. He would patiently wait for whatever they wished to allow him 
to have, would give the Alpha no reason to revoke the privilege. 


Turning his attention away from the sight of food was made a little easier when the woman 
came to stand next to him. Impossibly large, very much an Alpha he realized too slowly, 
belatedly ducking his head in submission. She didn’t seem to mind, even went so far as to 
gracefully sink down to sit cross-legged on the other side of him from Jester. 


“Hello. Iam Yasha.” 


Her tone was softer than her size would suggest, friendly as well. Despite feeling hemmed in 
and more than a little trapped between Yasha and Jester, Caleb found her less intimidating 
than any of the other Alphas so far. He dipped his head a little to acknowledge her words, 
speaking a little hesitantly as he dared to look up at her. “Thank you, Alpha. I a-am Caleb.” 


“Why’s he call her that, too?” Luc whispered in confusion, voice nowhere near low enough to 
go unnoticed. 


Caleb flushed a deep red, cringing with embarrassment. The Nein had never had an Omega, 
so it made sense the boy wouldn’t know. That didn’t make it any more pleasant to sit through 
the explanation of how he was worth so little he did not have the right to speak even the 
name of those above him. 


It was no surprise to him that Beau was the one to explain, though just how she explained it 
was something he had neither expected nor heard before at all. 


“Your mom taught you manners, right? Please and thank you, sh- ah... stuff like that?” Beau 
asked Luc, rolling to sit upright and scooting closer so that she could be in arms reach of 
Jester. 


“Yeah...” Luc answered, glancing in confusion at both Molly snickering and Veth glaring in 
Beau’s direction. 


“Well, it’s kinda like that. Where he came from, they taught him that those are manners for... 
for meeting new people. Give it a while, he’Il be using everyone’s names, calling you a little 
squirt.” Beau explained, grinning and shifting forward to ruffle Luc’s hair in one quick 
motion. 


The boy laughed, battering her hands away, grabbing onto one of her arms and moving over 
to lift his legs up and hang a few inches off the floor. 


It was an odd thing for Caleb to watch, so... unlike anything he’d ever witnessed before. 
He’d been around few enough children, fewer still while an Alpha was around. Things were 
never this peaceful when the child did not belong to the Alpha in question. Yet Beau... was 
playing with him. Molly had been too, Caleb realized. 


“Here.” 
Caleb blinked, pulling back in surprise as a plate of food was suddenly offered to him. 


“The name’s Caduceus. I hope you don’t mind, I didn’t know what you might like, so I just 
made everyone’s favorites.” Caduceus explained evenly, a serene smile on his face. 


A quick glance around showed Caleb what he already knew, no one else had taken or 
prepared any food for themselves yet. It was disappointing, and difficult, but Caleb didn’t 
move. It was very hard to be good right now, to keep his hands still and not accept the 
offering as he so desperately wanted. No permission had been given, though, and Caduceus’ 
comment was too ambiguous for Caleb to trust it. He had behaved poorly all day, yet had not 


been punished, and he did not want to risk messing up this chance. He would wait until he 
was told, he would not fail this test. 


The room grew uncomfortably quiet as Caleb made no move to take the plate from Caduceus, 
though it was obvious to all of them that he wanted it. 


“Luc, why don’t you go find your father.” Veth suggested, breaking the very awkward 
silence. 


Caleb’s shoulders tensed, gaze dropping as the boy cheerfully agreed. With a quick wave, and 
a ‘be back soon’, Luc grabbed a biscuit and dashed out of the room. 


With Luc gone, Caleb felt far less safe. With a child around, the Alpha’s would only hit him 
or growl to warn him of disobedience. With the boy gone, they could be far more 
imaginative. Even if Caleb didn’t know just what he’d done wrong, he was very sure they at 
least thought he had. 


“Take it.”” Beau ordered, the first of them to speak. 


Caleb obeyed with shaking hands, holding the plate in his lap as he waited. Molly had said... 
he just- just needed to be patient and he would be allowed to eat. 


There was movement beside him, Jester sitting up and making room, and Caleb nearly 
whimpered when Molly’s hand turned his gaze away from the meal in front of him. He was 
trying to be good, he really was. 


“Caleb.” Molly began softly, still using his name and it made something twist with longing in 
Caleb’s chest. Despite his better judgement, despite all training otherwise, Caleb couldn’t 
help but meet the Tieflings gaze. “You don’t need permission, okay? That’s... that’s not a 
thing here.” 


Caleb wasn’t used to feeling grateful, but there was no other word he could come up with. 
These Alphas did not play the most painful and humiliating games as his previous Alpha had 
done, they even used his name, and for that he was truly grateful. Caleb leaned into Molly’s 
palm, looking away as he let out the softest little Omega purr, short lived as the sound was. 
He just wanted to show how very much he appreciated their kindness, hoped he did not 
overstep any boundaries by doing so. 


“Thank you.” 


Molly smiled, sitting back and feeling very very much like he’d done good. He gave a little 
nod toward the food when Caleb still hesitated, and it wasn’t until the Omega actually took a 
bite that he was able to relax. Caleb had been healed, had food he was eating, and was 
surrounded by most of the pack. Things would be okay. 


Jester was distracting Yasha and Veth, having roped them into dividing up the food. It took no 
effort for Jester to talk Beau into scooting the chairs out of the way, the thick rug on the floor 
turning into a makeshift picnic blanket as a result. 


Five minutes or so later and Luc returned, Yezza in tow. Luc immediately brought his father 
over to meet Caleb, and it was a little amusing to watch two nervous people meet each other. 
It was two different types of nervous, but it was an interesting interaction all the same. 


Yezza and Caduceus sat around the mage, attempting to coax him into conversation. Molly 
noticed he seemed more comfortable with them, less tense now that all the Alphas were more 
or less ignoring him. Not ignoring him really, but giving him space. 


Caduceus caught Molly’s eye while Yezza had Caleb distracted, the cleric tugging at his own 
shirt and looking pointedly at Caleb. Right. That was still a thing. And Caleb did look a little 
chilly, he didn’t exactly have much on his bones to keep him warm. 


Molly didn’t really want to leave though, so he shrugged out of his ostentatious over coat, 
draping the thing over his arm as he got up and circled around toward the three of them. 
Caleb, of course, noticed him coming, the Omega looking nervous but not the same terror as 
previous times. He still submitted out of hand, baring his throat as Molly approached. 


Molly shook his head, reaching down to tug lightly at Caleb’s hair to get him to stop. 


“None of that now, love.” He stated, grinning and keeping a light attitude as he 
unceremoniously draped his coat around Caleb. It felt right. Even more so when Caleb, 
albeit nervous and shaky, pulled it around him and put his arms through the sleeves to wear it 
properly. Molly looked around at the other two, grinning as he produced a deck of cards with 
a flourish. 


“So, who’s up for a game?” 
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It took Molly an embarrassing twelve rounds of cards before he realized that Caleb was 
losing on purpose. 


The first few were no surprise, Caleb hadn't ever played the game and they'd needed to teach 
him. But it was fairly simple, all things told, and Molly wasn't even trying to cheat this time, 
so he should have won at least once. But he always managed to lose first. Except for the one 
time he'd outlasted Yezza, but that had truly been just a bad deal for the halfling, so Molly 
didn't count it either. 


Noticing was problematic because it made the card game less fun for him, but he had no idea 
how to bring it up without sending Caleb into a panic thinking he'd done something wrong. 


Guess it was time to bring in old reliable. Cheating. 
He'd never cheated to lose before though, so it should be interesting. 


Molly was pretty sure Caduceus caught on immediately, though the cleric said nothing. Caleb 
still managed to lose the next two hands, though Molly was internally smug because, with his 
own personalized change to the game that meant technically Caleb had won. 


The next round Molly was out first, Caleb soon losing to Yezza. The Omega glanced at Molly 
uneasily afterward, but accepted the cards when another hand was dealt. 


It took too more rounds before Molly was finally able to get Caleb to have the winning hand, 
though the desire to cheer at his success was tempered by the look of stark horrified fear on 
Caleb's face. 


"Why don't we take a little five minutes break." Molly suggested lightly, wanting to give 
Caleb the decency of not being the center of unwanted attention. 


Yezza agreed, attention on where Luc was starting to look like he might try scaling a 
bookshelf. Caduceus looked between Molly and Caleb, then nodded slowly. "I'll get us some 
more tea." 


"Caleb." Molly said gently, once the other two had left. 


Caleb looked up at him, face blanched white and eyes desperate. "I am... sorry. I... I won't do 
it again, please..." 


"It's okay, come here." Molly stated, opening his arms and waving Caleb over for all he was 
only two feet away. And Caleb obeyed, of course he did, even though he obviously expected 
Molly to hurt him. 


Instead, Molly pulled him into a hug, curling around him in a less comfortable position than 
their impromptu cuddle earlier. "I'm not going to hurt you, it okay." 


Molly let Caleb take in the sentiment, giving him a chance to calm a little. He still shook 
slightly, but he wasn't near as tense after a minute. 


Molly ran a hand down Caleb's back, speaking quiet and calming. "It's okay if you win. How 
about this, you like cuddles so far? You win, you get a few minutes cuddle. Sound fair?" 


Caleb thought for a moment, his emotions easy to read with how close he was pressed to 
Molly's chest. The Omega began to nod, drawing in a breath to probably agree. Only he 
stopped, suddenly going tense again. "What are the...the consequences of losing?" 


Ah, Molly hadn't thought about that being an issue. A reward did suggest a penalty for losing. 
And he could understand why Caleb was afraid, he'd lost quiet a few hands by now. 


"Nothing." He assured the human, leaning down to place a gentle kiss on his temple. 


By the time Caduceus came back with tea, and Yezza from scolding Luc, Caleb was more or 
less calm again and sitting in his original position. Molly busied himself shuffling until they 
were all settled, then began dealing out another hand. 


Caleb won and lost, but grew less and less anxious after each repeated proof he wouldn't be 
hurt for either outcome. It might have been Molly's imagination, but the mage seemed to be 
having fun. 


Up until he abruptly stood up and walked away, removing Molly's coat in the process, and 
approaching Fjord in the doorway to the room. It wasn't Fjord's fault, sure as hell wasn't 
Caleb's, but Molly couldn't help the bitter flash of hurt at the action. 


Fjord had been leaning against the doorframe, fondly watching his pack for a long contented 
moment. They'd really taken to Caleb quickly, which was unsurprising but a relief all the 
same. Having an Omega around was going to do them all some good, and Fjord was 
confident that they would have the same effect on Caleb. Not to mention the sight of Caleb in 
Molly's coat, the Tielfing beside him laughing and shooting the Omega fond glances, was 
just... perfect. 


Sort of. 


Caleb's smiles were too pained to be real, his body a line of tension at every brushed touch 
from Molly. But he wasn't truly flinching, or moving away, so maybe there was some method 
to what Molly was doing. It was shocking how abruptly it changed. 


Caleb headed over as soon as he noticed Fjord. Well, almost. He did pause to remove Molly's 
coat from him, draping it carefully over the chair on his way by. The Omega ducked his head 
as he stopped in front of Fjord, tilting his head subissively. "Alpha." 


Fjord couldn't help but frown, sad that such a lovely sight had ended so soon, and guilty for 
the somewhat hurt expression on Molly's face. "You looked good in Molly's coat, you didn't 
have to..." 


Fjord trailed off, belated realizing how saying that probably wasn't the best idea. Caleb was 
cringing now, hands shaking for a moment before he hid them behind his back. He flinched 
when Fjord sighed, choking on a sound of fear when the half orc reached for him. 


Fjord was gentle, he couldn't be anything other with his new packmate, using his hand to 
carefully raise Caleb's head so he wasn't staring right at the floor. The mage didn't meet his 
eyes, disappointing but not unexpected, though at least Fjord could easier draw his attention 
to the shirt and overcoat he'd brought to return to Caleb. 


"Here." He encouraged softly, brushing Caleb's cheek in a desperate attempt to prove he 
meant no harm. "Sorry I forgot about these earlier. I'm glad Molly kept you warm until I 
could give them back." 


Caleb's gaze flicked over to the bundle of clothing, confused wariness crossing his face. He 
didn't take them immediately, hesitating for a moment before glancing back toward the 
others. 


Fjord thought he must have come to some conclusion, though why accepting his own 
property required consideration Fjord had no clue. And Caleb was trembling as he reached 
out, taking the clothing so carefully from Fjord that their hands didn't so much as brush 
together. There was an expectant hitch to Caleb's shoulders, though Fjord couldn't fathom 
what for. 


"You're... welcome to put them on?" Fjord offered hopelessly, feeling very far out of his 
depth. 


And there was fear again, crossing Caleb's face in a quick spasm as he hurried to obey the 
offer as if it has been a strict demand. It was unsettling to Fjord, bothered him to his core that 
even hours later Caleb was so completely terrified of him. 


Gods, he needed to talk to Molly, preferably over a stiff drink. 


The Tiefling had made some progress, seeing as how he'd gotten Caleb to wear that gaudy 
coat of his, and to play cards, and to sit surrounded by two other Alphas. Fjord shook his 
head, chasing away the beginnings of jealousy. Caleb would relax around him too, eventually. 


"Come on. I didn't mean to pull you away from your game." Fjord said once Caleb was 
dressed again. He ushered him back to the trio, Caleb moving at his slightest indication. 
"What are you playing?" 


Fjord motioned for Caleb to sit between Molly and Yezza, where he'd previously been 
situated before Fjord's interruption. Hopefully he would feel less trapped that way, not 
surrounded by two Alpha's. 


He could guess by how relatively calm the Omega was that meeting the pack had gone well. 
So far it felt as if the others all accepted him, but no surprise there. Caleb was new, was 
Omega, and was basically constantly terrified. Recent addition he might be, but he was pack 
now and they all wanted to look after him. 


Molly soon scooted closer to press flush against him, though Fjord was very curious about 
how Caleb very nervously whispered something to the Tiefling before settling on his other 
side. He looked over at Molly, lifting an eyebrow and glancing curiously at Caleb. 


"He just reminded me that I wanted to be annoyed at you." Molly explained, giving Fjord a 
cheeky grin. 


Fjord snorted, a teasing comment at the tip of his tongue. Thankfully, Molly answered his 
first question before he could give in to the urge. 


"We're playing queen's gambit. Want to join?" 


Fjord snorted, knowing better than to play with a card shark like Molly. "Think I'll just watch 
for now." 


Molly chuckled, winking at Caleb who just shrank in on himself, and started dealing a new 
hand. 


Caleb won again, this time through bad luck for Yezza and good luck for Caleb. Molly didn't 
even have to try to lose. Caleb's distraction with Fjord being there might have had something 
to do with it, the Omega unable to concentrate on trying to get a losing hand. 


Molly waited expectantly, but instead of immediately coming to Molly as he had the last few 
times, Caleb ducked his head, shoulders tensing. 


"Caleb." Molly spoke softly as a reminder. 


Jerkily, Caleb turned and curled into Molly, letting the Alpha pull him more firmly into his 
lap. "Bitte, bitte..." 


"Common, Caleb." Molly requested worriedly, trying to sooth the tremors from the Omega. 
Caleb flinched, letting out a high pitched noise of distress, though obeyed. "Please. Please." 


"What's wrong?" Fjord asked, leaning away when Caleb flinched violently in Molly's lap. 
"And why..." 


Molly tucked Caleb's face to his neck, hoping his scent would help, then looked 
apologetically at Fjord. He could only guess the half orcs arrival was the cause for the 
reawakened fear. "He's a little nervous about winning." 


Fjord's brow furrowed in confusion, though understanding soon dawned and he looked away 
guiltily. "Oh." 


Molly grimaced, glancing down at Caleb. The Omega wasn't exactly comfortable with any of 
them and Molly had no illusions otherwise. There hadn't been any real trust built, but there 
had been progress. Fjord deserved the same and shouldn't blame himself for Caleb being so 
afraid now. 


A slow grin curved across Molly's face as an idea occurred. "Play with us, Fjord." 
"What?" Fjord grunted in surprise, looking back over at Molly. 


Even Caleb stiffened under Molly's hand again, though the Tiefling ignored both their 
reactions. "Turns out, Caleb here is a fan of cuddling. Who would have guessed." 


Fjord huffed a laugh, smiling wryly. "Bet you're thrilled." 


"Obviously." Molly agreed conversationally, carefully rubbing his cheek to Caleb's, then 
continued. "So for our game, he wins, he gets a cuddle with me. He loses, so far nothing, but 
why not make him cuddle with you?" 


Fjord shook his head, though his eyes drifted to Caleb. "You have the strangest rules in your 
games, Molly. Getting as bad as Jester." 


They both chuckled at the predictable outburst of "heyyy" from Jester across the room. 


"What do you think?" Molly asked, reaching up to stroke Caleb's cheek so the Omega knew 
the question was directed at him. Molly already knew what he would say, knew that Caleb 
would not dare say no. They'd need to deal with that later, but for now it kinda worked in 
their favor. 


"Yes, Alpha." Caleb's reply came, soft and scared with a hint of resignation. 


"Wonderful!" Molly cheered lightly, wrapping himself around Caleb in a hug and scenting 
him briefly. It wasn't much in the way of thanks or reassurance, but he hoped it helped. 


Within a few minutes they were all back seated in a loose circle, dealing a new round for the 
game. A little more disappointing, though, was how good Caleb seemed to be at the game 
when he feared losing. He was still clearly afraid of winning, demonstrated by the almost 
imperceptible flinch still there when he outlasted one of the other players in the game. And 
this particular hand was taking a long time as a result. 


Caleb's hands shook the entire game, much to Molly's overwhelming guilt, and for once he 
almost felt bad about cheating to win. He leaned closer to Caleb while sweeping up the cards, 
speaking low and encouraging. "It's okay, he does cuddles same and me and Beau. It's not 
going to hurt. You're not in trouble." 


Caleb was still pale, still shaking, but he crawled the short distance over to Fjord nonetheless. 
Fjord threw Molly a hesitant glance, but the Tiefling could tell he didn't exactly mind having 


an armful of Omega. Both of them would prefer Caleb not view this as a punishment and 
hoped the Omega would realize it wasn't soon enough. 


Fjord... Fjord felt he was way out of his depth. Molly was the cuddly one, the one alway 
winding his way around Fjord in their bed. Fjord didn't mind it, he wanted Molly happy, but 
it wasn't his strong suite. Being tactile never had been. But here was Caleb, curled against his 
chest, shaking like a leaf, and... and now baring his throat in surrender. The Omega was 
clearly terrified, expected... something bad, that was for certain. 


He wished he knew how to help, how to assure Caleb they were nothing like his previous 
owners. They were a pack. 


Fjord sighed, head falling forward as he took in the mingled scent of Caleb and Molly. 
Thought gave way to instinct, Fjord mentally testing the bond between him and Caleb, 
pressing lips against the healed bite mark. 


There was a shit ton of fear, with confusion mixed in. That was all Fjord could really get 
from it, which wasn't anything he didn't already know, so... 


Caleb shifted in his grip and Fjord grumbled a complaint, unthinking as he bit gently over the 
mark to still the Omega. 


Caleb went still alright, an almost yelped sob coming from the Omega's throat as the tang of 
fear became almost tangible. 


"Go easy on him, Fjord. He's new to this too." Molly spoke up lightly. 


Fjord looked up at him, blinking for a moment at Molly's intense gaze. He lifted his head, 
Caleb taking shuddering breaths in his arms now he didn't have teeth at his throat, and Fjord 
curled the Omega tighter under his chin as he gave Molly a wry look. "This was your idea." 


Molly's intensity eased, a teasing smile forming. "Yes, but the point wasn't to scare him, you 
idiot. Don't bite him." 


Fjord snorted. "Come here, I'll show you biting." 


Molly grinned, tail lashing in interest. He had expected a snippy response, sarcasm or 
frustration. Instead he got flirting and a playful growl. He very much /iked the effect Caleb 
already had on Fjord. 


"Promises, promises." He chuckled, sliding closer. He tampered down the desire to continue, 
seeing how Caleb's jaw was tightly clenched, tears on his face. "But we can flirt later. Right 
now you need to know how to properly cuddle. Take notes, I will thoroughly test you later." 


Okay, maybe a little flirting now. But Fjord was laughing good-naturedly, letting Molly 
adjust him and Caleb. Molly wasn't entirely certain about letting Caleb scent Fjord, worried 
of his reaction should Fjord be half as interested in more intimate activities as Molly was. 


But it would probably be fine, it took more than two lines of flirting to get Fjord in the mood, 
unlike himself. So Molly tugged at Fjord's arm here, prodded at Caleb's side there, adjusted 


the way Fjord was sitting, then carefully carded his fingers through Caleb's hair to get him to 
tilt his head up. The Omega didn't open his eyes, didn't resist, but Molly knew he was paying 
close attention. 


"Okay, I was wrong, Fjord doesn't do it just like me. I forgot he's new to it too. But it doesn't 
hurt, does it?" Molly asked, almost a whisper. 


Caleb paused before answering, throat moving in a way that Molly could only imagine was 
him swallowing the words 'not yet'. "Thank you, Alpha." 


The whispered words were a little surprising, Molly frowning as he guess Caleb had been 
well taught not to say no, even to a question. That was fine, they could work on it. 


"Good. Now, you can scent him, just like you did me, okay?" Molly continued, using his 
other hand to guide Fjord to getting Caleb to do just that. It was a little bit of an awkward 
hand off, Caleb flinching even with eyes closed. 


Fjord took over after that, Molly curling close next to him. "Breathe, Caleb." He muttered 
gently after a long moment, other hand moving to cup Caleb's jaw when the Omega tried to 
turn his face away. 


It was easy to tell when Caleb relented, the tension easing by degrees until he was just a 
shivering huddle of Omega in Fjord's lap. It killed the mood a little for Molly, the Tielfing 
less interested in finding a private room for a romp with Fjord and more interested in 
smothering the both of them with affection. Watching Fjord be so gentle, so open to 
accepting Molly's help this time, was endearing. 


Fjord looked at Molly, meeting the Tiefling's glowing red eyes. He couldn't help but smile at 
the fondness there. "King's entourage is gone, got some news to share later. Things go okay 
with everyone else?" 


"Mhm." Molly nodded, reaching to brush fingers gently down Caleb's arm. He added as 
Caleb glanced at him warily. "Everyone likes him, pretty sure Veth's adopted him." 


"Oh?" Fjord intoned curiously. 


"Caleb was protecting Luc from me." Molly explained shortly, pulling back his hand and 
letting Caleb close his eyes and go back to relaxing. 


Instead Caleb turned an anxious glance up at Fjord, best he was able while being held so 
close, the emotion only easing at the half orc let out a laugh. 


"Mollymauk Tealeaf, what did you do?" 


Molly stuck out his tongue. "Veth said that same thing! I'll have you know, I was the picture 
of good behavior." 


"You're never well behaved." Fjord returned instantly, gold eyes meeting Molly's red. 
"Wouldn't have it any other way." 


And now Molly was interested again, Fjord too if the sharp intake of breath from Caleb was 
any indication. 


"Tease." Molly huffed, holding his tail to keep it from lashing around too wildly and risking 
knocking something over or hitting Caleb. Gods, this was the way it should always be, no 
snipping and tension, constant fighting because one or the other took something the wrong 
way. Fucking hell, Molly wished Caleb had come to the years ago. The fun they could have 
had... 


They lapsed into silence, Caleb tense again but neither moving or making any protest. The 
rest of the pack were still here, most in similar states of relaxing. 


Caduceus meditated, Luc enthralled with watching and trying to imitate him. Veth's attention 
was spit between watching her boy fondly and helping Yezza puzzle out some formula for a 
potion he was concocting. Jester was busy braiding Yasha's hair, Beau regard reclined against 
the Aasimar as she read through a book. It was about as peaceful a moment as they ever got, 
no one arguing or upset with anyone else. 


"So, good news or bad news from the King?" Molly asked after a few minutes, curiosity 
getting the better of him. And the need for a distraction from his less than pure thoughts. 


Fjord chuckled, glancing over at the others. "Good, mostly. Looks like we're headed to 
Nicodranas soon." 


As expected, Jester immediately stopped what she was doing, screeching. "We're going 
home!!!!2?2" 


Fjord laughed at the chaos this instantly produced. Luc jumping up and joining in Jester's 
enthusiasm, the two of the chattering excitedly about the coastal city. 


"Thats a little sudden, isn't it?" Beau asked suspiciously, sitting up and tossing the book 
haphazardly so it landed on the desk across the room. 


"Maybe, but we've got over a week. And apparently Caleb has a way to get us there instantly. 
Though it's not exactly Anown to the government there, so we'll need to keep a low profile." 
Fjord replied. 


Beauregard looked over at Caleb, lifting an eyebrow. "Care to elaborate?" 


"The Assembly holds a teleportation circle on the coast. One of my previous Alpha's, ah... 
maintained it." Caleb explained carefully, voice a little muffled against Fjord's chest. 


Caleb, for his part, was very confused. There was still no pain, though the whole pack was 
here, assuming that was Fjord's preference, the kings messengers were gone and Fjord could 
take his time with however he preferred to bond his Omega. 


Yet he hadn't bitten down, hadn't broken the new connection so he could remake it to his 
desires. 


And earlier, he had not minded his Omega winning the game of cards. Caleb had begun 
believing there were truly no consequences for besting the Molly at the card game, a difficult 
conclusion when he realized the Alpha had been forcing him to win despite his best efforts. 


That first game.... Caleb had shuddered to think what Molly would do. The Alpha's claws had 
hurt enough earlier and he hadn't even been trying. 


But...Molly had not. And somehow neither had Fjord. 


He had only done that... cuddling. And Molly had not hurt him that first time, or any time 
following when he had won a hand. Losing and cuddling with Fjord had proven equally 
painless. Caleb was still unwilling to label it as pleasant, there had to be a catch somewhere 
and he would not dare hope. 


And when Fjord had arrived Caleb had meant to try and please the pack leader, risking 
Molly's displeasure at discarding the vibrant coat in the process. Yet Fjord had NOT been 
pleased and Caleb knew he had both Alpha's displeasure to look forward to at some point. At 
least neither seemed to prefer public discipline, as neither had made a move to correct him in 
front of the pack. 


"Lucky for us they taught it to you." Fjord commented, drawing Caleb back to the present. 


Caleb said nothing, simply glad the attention soon turned away from him. He hadn't really 
been taught the sigils, he's simply seen them and remembered them. He had only been 
supposes to know the ones for Rexxentrum and Zadash. But these two were pleased that he 
did, so he wasn't about to bring up past disobediences to them. They'd probably find out on 
their own when they met Archmage Luten in Nicodranas. Caleb very much hoped they would 
not opt to leave him in Luten's care while they went about their business for the King. 


He dismissed the thought, worrying would do little good, and paid attention as Fjord 
continued to explain. 


"Word is the Revelry has been causing more and more problems. Dwendal isn't one to care 
about the problems of his neighbors, unless it's a threat to the Empire, I know. But it's 
apparently becoming a concern that it will be a threat." 


"So he wants us to go deal with the problem?" Beau guessed. 


"He wants us to find the problem." Fjord corrected. "Dealing with it comes with a price tag, 
and Dwendal already has ambassadors headed to the coast to start negotiations." 


Night and Day 
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Caleb wasn't sure what he was more surprised about; that they'd fed him again before bed or 
that they'd given him his own room to sleep in unmolested. It even came with a proper bed, 
piled high with what had to be every spare blanket in the house. 


Which, he supposed, made a certain amount of sense. It was probably a storage room, spare 
linens and pillows. 


And now a spare Omega. 


The thought made him feel a little bit better, a little bit less off balance. They would summon 
or fetch him as they so pleased, and until then he would remain here and grateful for the 
luxury. 


Food and a bed. Verdamnt, but he almost didn't care what price they would take out of him 
for this. 


He took his time exploring the room, saving the blankets and bed for last. In all reality, there 
wasn't much to it. The only furniture was the bed and a lone trunk he recognized from his last 
Master's house. He avoided that. The closet was empty, surprisingly. He'd thought to find 
other objects stored there. 


Caleb was a little disappointed, but decided it was probably for the best. He could not get in 
trouble for snooping if there was nothing to snoop through. 


The walls were solid, no trick doors or hideaways that he could find. No chains or hooks 
nearer the floor, which was reassuring. He very much disliked being tied like an animal. 


There was no decor on the walls, the entire room just screaming empty bare and unused. 
Caleb didn't mind that a bit. He was far too giddy at finally allowing himself to checkout the 
bed, slowly counting the blankets in his native tongue. It was rare he was left alone, he 
relished the opportunity to speak without fear of repercussions. 


"..neun, zehn, elf..." Caleb finished, blinking at the sheer number. Not all were exceedingly 
thick, no, but the amount of them... He could be sleeping on the floor and it would be a 
luxury. There were almost half as many pillows to boot. 


It was difficult to contain his excitement, the feeling akin to when he found an unattended 
book to leaf through, as he began arranging the blankets on the bed. He wasn't entirely sure 
where the urge came from, but it fit together like a spell in his head, arranging them all just 
SO. 


The final product was glorious, comfort surrounding him as he sat in the center with a plush 
orange blanket draped over his shoulders. 


Caleb eyed the trunk from his spot on the bed, steeling his nerve. He did wonder, wished to 
know what all from his previous owner had been sent with him. He wondered and worried, 
but it didn't seem like the Nein had looked yet, so Caleb had the opportunity now to at least 
have warning of any unpleasantness. He'd learned to hate surprises, more so those from an 
Alpha. He had no wish to be surprised with old games made new by his current owners. 


Reluctantly, Caleb scooted to the edge of the bed, gathering his blanket securely around his 
shoulders as he stood up. He prodded a couple back in place that he'd disturbed, 
procrastinating a moment longer, then padded over to the box. 


Slowly, he knelt beside it, tugging the blanket tighter around his shoulders as he tried to 
mentally prepare himself. Carefully, Caleb reached out and flipped open the lid. 


Some of the things had been with him, passed along from owner to owner, since his first 
Alpha. The magic dampening collar, the accompanying muzzle for when he was particularly 
displeasing to his Alpha, and the leather harness where his spellbooks would reside. Seeing 
that, Caleb immediately began searching for the tomes, though was soon disappointed to find 
they were missing. As was the leather pouch of components. 


The rest of the contents were uninteresting; dirty ratty clothing, a leash, some cuffs. Caleb 
felt foolish for expecting more, scolding himself for his prior anxiety. He sighed, standing 
and pulling the lid closed with a hollow thunk. The hour was not exceedingly late, but Caleb 
thought it best be should try and sleep. So far the Nein had proven unpredictable in their 
behaviors, each and every one of them, so Caleb had little idea what the morrow would bring. 


He crawled into the bed, tampering down on the instinct to purr at the soft warmth of the 
blankets. Gods, he hadn't been allowed such comfort since... since ever. Even as a child such 
richness had been unavailable, and sleeping arrangents had only gone downhill from there. 
This was /uxury, this was comfortable and warm and... 


Caleb sat up with a scowl, irritated at himself when he realized that he really had been 
purring for a moment. His expression smoothed out as he glanced toward the door 


thoughtfully. Molly had not seemed angry when he'd done so before, but he'd kept it short to 
not to irritate the Alpha. Though, now he thought about it, if outright growling at the Alpha 
didn't provoke his anger, he might not mind Caleb purring to himself. 


Fjord may dislike it, Beau certainly would not tolerate it, but he'd had little indication of their 
preference in the first place so who was he to know for sure. He sighed, picking at the ragged 
edge of his shirt sleeve, pulling bits of it off until he had an appropriate amount of the 
material. 


He didn't care how much trouble he would be in if they found out, just wanted to be in 
control of something for once. To feel his magic again before they put that damned collar 
around his neck. He'd given them little reason to muzzle him so far, but Molly had needed to 
remind him to speak Common once already. It wouldn't be out of the realm of possibility they 
might just prefer he not speak at all. 


Caleb whispered the spell to summon the spectral hand, using it to rearrange the heap of 
blankets more comfortably, burying himself underneath them with just the slightest gap to let 
fresh air in. If they found him like this tomorrow and beat him, so be it. 


At least he'd know the line. 


weno 


Waking was a very disorienting thing. Without the the feeling of a body next to him or hand 
roaming, without the biting chill of the hard floor, or the scent of piss and blood from the 
cages, Caleb was slow to wake. 


He did not remember falling asleep, remember no dreams if he even had any, just woke to a 
warm darkness that carried his scent alone, though faintly tinged with the stale remnants of 
the Nein Pack. It was enough to remind him where he was. 


Oh, he should not get used to this. He was going to fuck up eventually, he did not want to 
have this memory turned sour in his mind as a reminder of what he could have. Yet a part of 
him still resolved to be on his very best behavior so as to not have such luxury taken away. 


Caleb wriggled to poke his head out of the dome of blankets, peering over at the door. It was 
still closed, looked undisturbed, and Caleb could not remember if he had heard them lock it 
the night before. Not that he was over eager to wander the house, but he would prefer to 
know whether he were allowed to leave the room in general. 


In fact, he would prefer to know a great many things rather than blindly fumbling through 
finding the limits of the Nein's tolerance. 


Currently, it seemed he had two choices. Risk getting in trouble for leaving without 
permission, or risk getting in trouble for being a lazy worthless Omega by staying in bed. 


Caleb snorted, shaking his head at how he oversimplified things. Two. Nein, there were 
many. But this way at least he justified to himself a reason to duck back down and curled up 
in the warm comfort of the nest he'd built. Best to enjoy it before the pack dismantled it. 


Caleb was dozing some time later, the Omega decidedly not keeping track of the time, when 
there was a light rapping at the door. 


He sighed, shoulders drooping as he unfurled himself. It had been nice while it lasted. 


Caleb carefully extracted himself from the blankets, trying to disturb them as little as 
possible, then moved toward the door. Why whomever it was knocked, he had no idea, but it 
was their house and their game, so he reached to pull open the door. 


It wasn't locked, so there was the answer to his earlier curiosity. Instead of one of the Alphas, 
it was Veth who stood waiting outside. 


Less terrifying than if one of the Alphas had come to fetch him, but as a Beta she still 
outranked him by far and was still due his deference. And he would gladly mind his manners 
in hopes of being able to stay in this room again. "Veth, good morning. How.. might I be of 
service?" 


"Good morning, Caleb. You didn't show up for breakfast, so I thought I'd see if you were 
okay." 


Unease settled in Caleb's gut, the realization becoming more clear that he had, in fact, been 
expected to leave the room this morning. "I... my... my apologies, Veth, I..." 


Caleb trailed off as the halfling narrowed her eyes, arms crossing. "I bet Molly and Fjord 
didn't even tell you where the dining room even is, did they?" 


Caleb blinked at her in bewilderment, heart rate increasing with each passing moment. This... 
was some test, surely. He'd watched her scold Molly yesterday, knew she held some esteem 
within the pack, but he did not know how wise it was to tell her the truth. 


No, neither Fjord nor Molly had mentioned this dining room, nor his requirement to be there. 
But they would know where Veth learned of that if she went and scolded either of them for 
having not told him. Both Alpha's would be displeased with him, and Caleb could not help 
but remember the muzzle that sat ready for use should they so choose. 


"I did not ask." Caled replied, dropping to his knees to be eye level. He did not meet her gaze, 
instead turned his own away politely, submitting. Less effective with a Beta most times, but if 
it turned her ire to him rather than the Alphas then he would try. And if she wished to 
discipline him, she could easily reach him and perhaps the Alphas would not feel the need 
later. 


Verh smiled at him and Caleb had to hold very still to keep from flinching as she reached to 
pat his cheek. "It's okay, you didn't know. But would you like something to eat? Caduceus 
saved you some, or he would be happy to make something fresh?" 


Caleb looked up at her, mouth opening in surprise. He was staring, meeting her gaze as he 
knew he should not. Veth did not hit him for it, and he was grateful because he could not help 
but continue to stare. More food? He had done nothing to earn the privilege, and it could 
arguably be said that he had done more to Jose the privilege than anything else. 


"Ja, that is... very generous. I would be grateful to accept." He replied politely, trying to keep 
from sounding too eager. 


Veth took his hand, motioning for him to stand when Caleb hesitated, then led him along the 
hallway. The mage followed willingly, taking in the route and trying to commit the layout of 
the place to memory. 


He expected the rest of the pack to be present, expected repercussions for having lain about 
all morning, yet it was only Caduceus sipping tea at a table. 


And that was alright, Caleb thought to himself. Veth had been kind so far, and Caducues had 
been kind last evening as well. 


"Mister Caleb, good morning." Caduceus greeted him cheerfully. 


Caleb tilted his head slightly, puzzled at the honorific attached to his name, though did not 
comment. They could call him whatever they wished, and this was a far cry better than most 
of the descriptions applied to him in the past. 


"Good morning." Caleb replied, politely dropping his gaze as he let Veth lead him over to the 
table. She pushed him gently into a seat before darting off and Caleb tried not to get his hopes 
up too much that she was going to retrieved the mentioned food. 


"Did you sleep well?" Caducues asked, drawing Caleb's attention. 


Caleb blinked in surprise, hesitating as the Firbolg slid a steaming cup of tea in front of him. 
He remembered Molly's assurances that he need not have explicit permission to take such, 
but he still paused and kept his movements slow as he took the cup in hand. "Ah, yes. Thank 
you." 


"Good. That's good." Caducues said, nodding slightly and sipping his tea. 


Caleb wasn't sure what to make of him. But at least he wasn't unpleasant to be around, 
seemed content to let the silence be easy and calm between them. And the tea was good. It 
was enough that when Veth came back into the room with a plate overfill with food, Caleb 
was only mildly alarmed. 


He hoped he would not be expected to consume a// of what Veth had brought. 


"I wasn't sure what you might want, so I got a little of everything." Veth explained, setting the 
plate on the table in front of him. "Have as much as you want and-" 


She cut off, a frown crossing her face as her eyes went distant. She sighed after a moment. 
"Okay, Jester, let Luc know I'm coming." 


Caleb's brow furrowed in concern, worried but unsure if asking would be tolerated. 
Thankfully, Veth looked back at him and explained. "Sorry Caleb, Luc was trying to help 
Jester make some paints and he's worried they've made something poisonous. I'll catch up 
with you later, but Caduceus will keep you company." 


Caleb nodded, glad the boy was alright and hoped he did not get in too much trouble for his 
activities. He glanced over at Caduceus as Veth left again, receiving an easy smile and a nod 
from the cleric. 


Eating was tense at first, Caleb feeling very awkward being the only one with food. It was 
not near as nerve wracking as the previous evening. None of the Alpha's were here and Caleb 
could only assume they had all eaten their fill already, so he was less inclined to worry over 
having a share. 


And Caduceus was very easy to be around. 


When Caleb finished what food he felt his stomach could handle, pushing the plate a little 
away, Caducues slid him another cup of tea. It was... nice. Peaceful. A rare occurrence for 
Caleb, but not an unknown one. Sometime's Betas were kind, Caducues and Veth fell within 
that category it seemed. 


"There you are!" 


The shouted words broke the easy stillness sometime later and Caleb jerked, spilling some of 
the tea in his haste to get to his feet. That was Molly's voice and, sure enough, there was the 
Alpha striding towards him. The Alpha of which had apparently been Jooking for him, and it 
was never good when Caleb was not readily available for whatever they wished him for. 


"Alpha, I-" 


"Call me Molly, please." The Tielfing interrupted casually, hand waving in a 'carry on 
motion. 


"Molly, I-" Caleb corrected himself on instinct, coming to an abrupt stop again as his brain 
caught up with what he'd just done. 


Fuck. 


Molly was looking terrifyingly delighted, teeth bared in a wide grin as his tail curled in long 
arcs behind him. "Holy hells, I can't beleive that worked." 


"Molly, be nice." Caducues chided, frowning at the Tiefling. 


"I know, I know, I am, just..." Molly laughed, running a hand through his rather messy hair 
and glancing toward the door. "Fjords gonna be so fucking jealous I got Caleb to say my 
name." 


Molly turned back around, unaware of just how close Caleb was to breaking down 
completely. 


"Hey, come here, come here, you're fine, you did good." He said happily, reaching out for 
Caleb. 


Caleb very much wanted to back away, to not put himself under those claws again. To not 
have this good morning stained with blood and pain. But he stepped forward at the unspoken 


order, shivering as Molly's hand touched his face. 


There was no immediate pain, though Fjord's name had been mentioned so it was possible 
Molly was going to wait for the other Alpha to arrive. 


"I'm sorry, okay, I was being an ass, but Fjord owes me a new coat now, so..." Molly sighed 
at Caduceus’s continued stern expression, pulling Caleb closer. 


There was no comfort in the Alpha's smoky scent, the tinge of smug delight only a reminder 
to Caleb that not only had he broken the rules, but he had cost the pack leader something in 
the process. Could this get any fucking worse? 


And the gods must be mocking him, because it was about then that Beau strode in, covered in 
sweat, with a staff over her shoulders. 


"Hey, what's up?" The monk grunted at them, brow lifting as her eyes fell on Caleb. "What 
happened?" 


Caleb was too slow, a "please" barely past his lips before Molly was replying. 


"Got Caleb to say my name, Cad's upset and Caleb's nervous." Molly shrugged, fingers 
curling in the ends of Caleb's hair. 


Beau stopped, studying Caleb carefully for a moment before her gaze moved over to Molly. 
She slung her staff off her shoulder, the wood thunking against the floor as she held it beside 
her. "That wasn't nice, Molly." 


He rolled his eyes,, huffing. "I get it, I-" 


"No." Beau interrupted, her steady patience shutting Molly up and getting his full attention. 
"It's not okay. Have you even really looked at him since he said it?" 


Molly scowled, because she was right. He had been caught up in the victory. Both from his 
bet with Fjord and the sweetness of hearing his name off the Omega's lips. And he couldn't 
even say Beau was overreacting, because she was never this serious about a petty prank. 


It... made him very nervous and reluctant to do the next obvious thing, pay attention to Caleb. 
Which, oddly, had never been an issue until two minutes ago. 


"Caleb." He spoke softly, all triump gone in face of the blank resignation on the Omega's 
face. "You didn't do anything wrong, it's okay." 


Caleb showed no reaction at first, though flinched when Molly touched his face, breath 
hitching a moment later. 


"I told Luc to give him time, Molly, I didn't think I needed to inform your pig-headed ass the 
same thing." Beau snapped, still not drawing any closer. "Forcing it won't help." 


"I'm not forcing him to do anything!" Molly snarled, pulling away from Caleb when the 
Omega almost sobbed. 


"Well he sure as hell didn't do that willingly!" Beau barked back, tone rising. 


"If I'm such a bloody horrible person, why don't you take him then, since your so fucking 
perfect!" Molly retorted. 


Beau ground her teeth, hand tightening on her staff as she tried to breath through the anger, 
lowering her tone. "I'm not perfect, and even if I were, he's scared of me." 


Molly snorted, jerking his thumb at where Caleb stood next to him cringing away. His tone 
was bitter as he shook his head. "Think I've got you beat right now." 


Beau grimaced, steeling herself before glancing over at Caleb and taking a step forward. 


The result was instantaneous. Caleb dropped to his knees, twisting so he face Beauregard. He 
put his hands on his legs, head bowed and, after a moments hesitation, bend forward low 
enough his forhead nearly touched the floor. 


If Molly had felt like an ass before, he felt even worse now. As bad as watching that had been 
for him, he could tell it had hurt Beau just as badly. The monk wasn't one to just cuddle with 
anyone, and she'd been so relaxed after spending time with Caleb yesterday. To have him so 
petrified of her now.... 


"Don't offer him to me." Beau stated lowly, glaring at Molly. "You know I won't hurt him, but 
he'll never believe that." 


Beau threw a regretful look to Caleb, her face a mix of hurt and frustration. She tore herself 
away with visible effort, slinging her staff over her shoulders as she stalked away. 


Molly cursed lowly in Infernal, well aware he'd just ruined what had probably been a very 
pleasant morning for everyone involved in this debacle. Caleb hadn't moved, was stone still 
bowed down to the floor, and Molly had no idea what to do. He looked over at Caducues 
pleadingly. "Help?" 


"I don't know if he'll listen to me right now, but you might want to try and get him to sit in a 
chair." Caduceus suggested, tone so full of disapproval that Molly actually winced. "If Veth 
gets back..." 


"Yeah, yeah. Got it." Molly muttered guiltily, crouching down beside Caleb. "Hey, come on, 
you can get up. I'm sorry. If it makes you feel better, I won't tell anyone else. Beau won't 
either, or Caddy." 


With no small amount of relief, Molly watched Caleb slowly sit up, the Omega keeping his 
gaze forward on the ground. "Thank you, Alpha." 


Molly looked away, guilt flaring at the subdued and quiet words. 


Molly wished it had taken time, gentle coaxing, to get Caleb up and into a chair. The instant 
obedience at his slight suggestion was unnerving. He wasn't sure whether sitting by Caleb 
would help or hurt, but he pulled a chair up next to him all the same. 


The rest of the Nein trickled in one by one over the next little while, though Luc and Yezza 
remain absent. Beau's hair was wet when she arrived, the monk being harried by a too 
energetic Jester trying to cheer her up. Yasha trailed along behind the two, tossing a worried 
look at Molly and Caleb as they passed. 


Fjord was the last to arrive, carrying an armful of maps that he dropped into the table before 
beginning to unfurl them one by one. 


Molly reached over to brush a hand reassuringly down Caleb's arm when the Omega stiffened 
at Fjord's entrance, but thought better of it. Instead he put his hands in his lap, trying to look 
contrite as he realized multiple people were glaring at him. 


Fjord looked over at Molly, gaze drifting over to Caleb and he had to hold back a sigh. 
Clearly Caleb was not having the best day. 


Whatever had spooked him had done a damned good job because Molly beside him didn't 
seem to reassure the Omega. Maybe it was a good thing he'd forgotten to bring the last couple 
things to Caleb, looked like the mage could use some good news. 


Fjord turned his attention back to the maps, calling to Jester. "Jess, wanna help me spread 
these out?" 


"Of course!" Jester chirped, planting a kiss on Beau's forhead. The monk scowled, but didn't 
shake her off, which made Fjord worry about her too. 


Molly sullen, Beau clingy, Jester with forced cheer.... what was going on with his pack today? 


"Thanks." Fjords nodded to Jester, grabbing the bundle of the wizards things as he set the 
blue Tielfing to laying out the maps. 


There wasn't much to bring to Caleb, some books and a bag of what amount to junk so far as 
Fjord could tell. But when the kings lackeys had handed it to him, they'd only said it was 
things the Omega could use if needed. 


Given who it was that had handed it to him, Fjord had thought it best to check what it was 
before bringing it to Caleb. No need to traumatized him all over again if it was something 
harmful. Except it hadn't been and Fjord had plum forgotten all about it. 


The Omega was a far cry from the calm of yesterday. Caleb shrank back into his seat the 
instant he realized Fjord was coming closer. The warlock slowed, but didn't stop, sending a 
quick prayer to the wildmother that he wouldn't make things worse as knelt infront of Caleb 
to look up at him. 


"So, I meant to give these to you, but... seems I found myself less than attentive yesterday. 
They said these were yours?" He explained gently, offering the small bundle to Caleb. 


Caleb reached out with shaking hands, flinching when Fjord shifted slightly so the warlock 
resolved to not move at all. Fjord tried to be careful not to touch as he passed it to Caleb, 
watching curiously as Caleb uncovered the items. 


They weren't much to look at; two beat up leather bound books and an equally beat up leather 
pouch. All three functional for what they were, but hardly looked worth anything. Yet Caleb 
stared at them with shocked wide eyes as if they were priceless treasures. 


"May I ask what they are?" Fjord requested in concern, worried he might have misjudged. 
"They are... spellbooks. Components." Caleb answered breathlessly. 


"Ah." Fjord intoned with relief, tension easing. "For your magic, of course. Would you mind 
terribly looking after them? I'm afraid I know nothing about keeping magic books safe and up 
to date." 


Fjord put a smile into the words, tone playful and gentle. He wanted to reassure Caleb, could 
see how much these things meant to the man. 


Caleb ran his fingers across the cover of the top most book, looking from the dull brown up 
into Fjord's eyes. "Yes. Thank you, Alpha. Thank you." 


Caleb didn't care that this probably meant he would have that collar on more often now. Did 
not even care that he would be punished sooner or later for having spoken Molly's name. He 
would gladly submit to Beau as the one to hand out that discipline if it meant Fjord would not 
change his mind on this. 


His magic, his spells, were in his hand again and the pack leader was allowing him to keep 
them. 


Fjords smile was soft and pleased enough that Caleb did not flinch as the man stood, even 
sitting still when the Alpha reach out to brush his hair back. Fjord turned away then, heading 
back to his maps and Caleb was hard pressed to pay attention to the leaders words. 


"Alright, we should probably have a plan better than ‘head out to sea' when we get to the 
coast." Fjord began, bracing his hands against the table as he leaned over to study the map. 


They hadn't talked any more business the previous evening, and they only had a week. Once 
they figured out a few good places to start, Fjord hoped that maybe one of them could coax 
Caleb into demonstrating what kind of magic he had at his disposal. 


"Let's figure out a starting point, or at least a few options." Fjord began. 


Pirates and Books 
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Caleb stared at his books as the rest of the Nein Pack moved over to gather around the table 
with the maps. He itched to open them, flip through his spells, memorize as many as he 
could. Were all of the pages still there? He could not tell just looking at the thickness of them, 
nor by feeling the weight. 


He wanted to sort his bag of components, likely in disarray now. He wasn’t sure, had been 
kept otherwise occupied during the journey, but he assumed his escort which brought him 
here had rifled through each and every object brought with him to the Nein. Hopefully 
nothing was missing, but he would not know until he was allowed to sort them. 


Whether Caleb was given the chance to make use of the components mattered little to his 
desire to have them properly organized. He would love to spread them out here and now to 
correct the issue, except he did not want to risk anything being taken or destroyed. 


“Caleb.” 


He looked up, stomach flipping to see Fjord looking at him expectantly. The others were too 
and Caleb tried to breathe through the quick crash of panicked fear that he’d missed an order. 
Fuck. Fuck, fuck, he knew better than to let his attention drift. 


Caleb clutched his books to himself as he stood on shaking legs, obediently approaching 
Fjord as the Alpha beckoned him over. He bared his throat in apology, wincing with 
expectation as Fjord touched his neck lightly in acceptance. Yet there was no punishment for 
his inattention. Nor did Fjord repeat whatever order he might have issued earlier. 


Instead, the Alpha turned back to the maps, launching into an explanation of his plan. Relief 
filled Caleb, realization that he hadn’t disregarded any orders. He was simply to be next to 
Fjord, the Alpha having only called his name to gather his attention. Caleb wasn’t sure why 
the Alpha wanted him over here, he had little of worth to offer this discussion. 


Still he obeyed, standing silently beside the pack leader. 


“For those of us not familiar with the Menagerie Coast, quick refresher. The Revelry is a 
band of pirates, they’ve got a base across the Lucidian Ocean on Darktow Isle.” Fjord 
explained, pointing to the location on the map. “They piss off the Clovis Concord, raid ships, 
and generally do whatever they want.” 


“Sounds like a delightful lot.”” Molly commented lowly. 


Fjord gave a half nod of agreement, continuing his impromptu history lesson. As he spoke, 
leaning to point out islands or emphasize distance, he would sometimes brush against Caleb. 
A few times he reached out to run soft fingers down the Omega’s arm. That made sense to 


Caleb, that was fine. Fjord obviously wanted him there so he could touch. It wasn’t the first 
time an Alpha wanted such, and this was not even the worst experience for it. 


Fjord’s hands were not rough, the touch neither painful nor wandering any place intimate, 
and knowing his purpose soothed Caleb’s anxious nerves. He worried for a moment when 
Molly came to stand at his other side, but the Tiefling said little and his touch, when given, 
was gentle as well. As long as Caleb continued to pretend Molly really wouldn t tell Fjord his 
misdeeds, then he could calmly accept the two of them doing as they wished. The current 
discussion was interesting enough, and completely unrelated to himself enough, that he was 
able to disregard his anxiety of having the two Alphas so close on either side of him. 


“They don’t know exactly what the problem 1s.” Fjord sighed, speaking of the King’s 
informants. “Only that is has something to do with the Revelry. Like I said last night, finding 
it is our job.” 


Fjord braced his hands against the table as he leaned forward, tracing a path along the map as 
he continued. “I think our best bet is to leave Nicodranas and head to Brokenbank. They’ ll 
have more current information on what the Revelry is up to. Unless we find the threat is 
coming from elsewhere, in all likelihood we’ll end up going to Darktow directly. I’m 
thinking we head out in a smaller, faster vessel, find a Revelry ship and-“ 


9? 


“Highjack it!” Beau finished excitedly, hissing out a thrilled “yes!” when Fjord rolled his 


eyes and nodded. 


“Reign it in, Beau.” Fjord said flatly though there was a hint of amusement to the curve of his 
lips. 


“Come on, we’ve never got to be pirates before!”” Beau exclaimed, not even a smidge less 
excited. 


““We’ve never spent time on the ocean before.” Veth countered, nose wrinkling in distaste. 


That was true, much to Fjord’s dismay. Most of their travels and assignments had been on 
land, focused more on the Xhorhasian neighbors rather than anything else. That and dealing 
with other monster problems in the Empire, or raiders around smaller towns, or gnolls... 
basically the dirty work for the crown. It paid well, but Fjord missed the freedom of the open 
ocean. 


“How do we even find a pirate ship?” Jester asked, standing from where she had been bent 
over the edge of the map closest to her. 


“Well...” Fjord paused, taking in a deep breath to suppress the annoyance as he noticed Jester 
had drawn a dick shaped boat on his map. The scent of Omega next to him helped with that, 
and helped him keep his tone even as he continued. “Luck, mostly. But there’s usually more 
sightings on this side of the Archipelago, or used to be anyway.” 


Fjord reached over to point to the islands, indicating the areas around it with a wave of his 
hand before straightening. He couldn’t help but reach out to Caleb, let his fingers brush the 


Omega’s arm. His presence was calming, extending to the whole pack because there had been 
a distinct lack of interruptions and arguing while Fjord had been speaking. 


His thoughts turned to what all would be needed to prepare for the mission, Jester and Beau’s 
discussion of pirates an amusing backdrop. Supplies were needed certainly, specifically, for 
Caleb. Fjord didn’t know what possessions Caleb had, nor what had been brought with him to 
the Nein Pack. At the very least, it probably wasn’t clothing because Caleb wore the same 
thing as yesterday. That would need to be remedied, but he could have Jester message Nila. 
Caleb would have more clothing than he would know what to do with before the end of the 
week. 


He’d also need to find out Nicodranian laws regarding Omega’s. He’d never paid attention 
before, none of them had, but now that Caleb had joined them, they would at least need to be 
aware of them whenever they traveled. The Empire had a few in some cities, most revolving 
around an Omega always being under Alpha supervision. Archaic and ridiculous, pointless 
most of the time too because Omegas were so fucking hard to find. Xhorhas had been one of 
the last places Fjord knew of an Omega could be free, but the Dynasty barely existed now. 


“Caleb.” Beau’s voice interrupted his thoughts, the monk speaking unusually soft and careful. 
Caleb still went rigid next to Fjord, voice faintly pleading as he replied. 


“Yes, Alpha?” 
“This place in Nicodranas you'll bring us. Where is it exactly?” 


“Tt is a house in the Opal District, at the edge leading into the Skew. The circle is kept under, 
in the basement.” Caleb replied quietly, Fjord taking note of the odd relief in the Omega’s 
tone. Fear was still there, the Omega trembling slightly, but whatever he had initially 
expected the monk to say or do hadn’t happened. 


“Do you need to be any place specific, to cast that spell that gets us there? 
“It can be done anywhere there is space enough to write the runes.” Caleb replied. 
“Right. This place got anywhere for us to stay?” 


Fjord frowned, eyes moving between the two of them. For as much as Beauregard was being 
gentle, was certainly not trying to interrogate the Omega, he was uncomfortable with how 
this question and answer was going. 


“T... am sorry, Alpha. I do not know.” 


Fjord reached over to pull Caleb closer, wrapping an arm around the man’s shoulders. Caleb’s 
breath hitched, the mage bowing his head submissively, but didn’t resist. Fjord didn’t know 
how much comfort he was, but he couldn’t help but try. 


“T’ll deal with that, if it comes to it. Worst happens, we’ll stay at Jester’s place.” Fjord 
assured, one hand reaching up to brush Caleb’s hair back softly. 


“T don’t know about you guys, but I was staying there no matter what anyway.” Jester 
informed them. “I’m not going to go home and not visit my momma.” 


“Wouldn’t dream of asking you to.” Fjord huffed with a laugh, releasing Caleb now that the 
mage had nearly stopped shaking. He straightened but, much to Fjord’s instinctual delight, 
did not move away. He shook away the desire to curl the Omega closer still, instead focusing 
on turning the discussion back on topic. 


“Tt shouldn’t take long to secure a ship, head out to sea. The Assembly contact there is 
supposed to be funding this, so we can get a boat, a crew, and head out to follow any leads we 
can learn about.” 


“How much are we telling this crew we hire?” Molly asked. 


“Nothing until we get to sea. If they don’t like the job, we’ll drop them off at a different 
port.” Fjord replied. 


“Better than them knowing too much and blabbing about it.” Beau agreed. 


Caduceus looked a little uncomfortable with the suggestion, and Fjord was quick to reassure 
him. “We won’t force them into anything, because if things go according to plan we will be 
playing pirate. With all the risks that go with it. I won’t force anyone into that.” 


“Are we prepared for that?” Caduceus asked, after nodding in appreciation to Fjord’s 
promise. 


“We’ll be great pirates!” Jester exclaimed, affronted by Caduceus’s doubt. 


“It’s not going to be that easy, Jester.” Fjord warned. “We might actually have to work with 
real pirates, especially if the majority of our hired crew are not on board with this mission.” 


“Oh...” Jester hummed, hesitation not lasting long as she merrily continued. “We will just 
have to be extra careful and extra piratey!” 


Fjord suppressed a sigh. Of course Jester was still excited. Meanwhile, his main concern was 
more for Caduceus and Caleb. Caduceus because the Firbolg was so gentle by nature. He 
didn’t have the right... fortitude to be as coarse as piracy inherently required. Fjord at least 
had a dubious past that would help with that. And Caleb... it wouldn’t be fun for the Omega, 
but Fjord was certain between the four Alphas in the pack they could keep him safe. 


Yasha was apparently on the same page, or at least had the same worry, because she was the 
one who brought up the subject of the Omega to the group. 


“Will it be safe. For Caleb?” Yasha asked quietly, blinking at the bewildered look on Caleb’s 
face. 


“The only other options are leaving him here or in Nicodranas.” Fjord replied. 


“Oh, he could stay with my mom.” Jester offered. 


Caleb tilted his head, the question at the tip of his tongue though he remained silent. He was 
not sure if he were allowed to ask. Thankfully, surprisingly considering his very recent 
mishap, Molly was the one to offer information. 


“You'll like Marrion, the Ruby of the Sea.” 


“The most beautiful, voice of an angel, eyes-“‘ Jester began reciting in an elaborate wispy 
voice, adopting a theatrical pose. 


“She basically runs the Lavish Chatteau.” Molly interrupted, snickering at the way Jester’s 
antics had Beau facepalming. 


Caleb’s eyes widened, insides freezing in horrified fear upon hearing the name. He knew of 
that place, high end and expensive. Luten had made clear what it was though, during the time 
Caleb had belonged to him. A brothel. An expensive one where the clientele could do as they 
pleased. A brothel run by one who could report his every failure to his owners, was related to 
one of the pack, and they wanted to /eave him there. 


He shook his head once, all Caleb would dare, gaze dropping once more to stare at the map 
on the table. It had been a threat issued to him many times before, selling him for some coin 
on the side, but one that had not actually been carried out. Most Alphas didn’t like sharing 
and those that had shared, had done so only to selective people. This...was not something he 
thought he could endure. His voice was thin as he spoke, unable to stop himself. “Bitte... 
niche das, bitte.” 


“Hey, hey, it’s okay.” Molly spoke softly, reaching towards him. 


Caleb couldn’t help but flinch away from those violet claws, stepping back even knowing full 
well he was still due a punishment and resisting would only make it worse. He didn’t move 
far, stopping and dropping to his knees as Fjord turned toward him too. Stupid, he chided 
himself. Dummkopf... he had backed away from both of them, and he knew better. 


It was going to be so very bad when they finally punished him. From Molly Especially. The 
purple Tiefling made a strangled sound, the emotion Caleb could only read as barely 
contained fury, then Molly turned and unceremoniously left the room. Beau and Yasha were 
not far behind, their departure more a relief to Caleb than otherwise. 


“T... guess we'll take a break.” Fjord said in confusion, glancing between Caleb and were 
Molly had left. “Uh... Caleb, you... why don’t you explore, check out the house, rest some if 
you want. We will... pick this up later. Jester, will you...?” 


“Don’t worry, Fjord, we got this. You go talk to Molly.” Jester assured him. 


Caleb only looked up when he was certain all of the Alphas had left, cautiously watching as 
Jester approached him. She didn’t look angry, neither did Veth or Caduceus when he glanced 
their way, though Caleb was not sure what Jester meant by them ‘having this’. His first 
assumption would be correction, but her voice was gentle when she knelt down and spoke. 


“Hi Caleb. I’m sorry I scared you talking about my momma. She’s super nice, I promise, but 
you don’t have to stay with her. Okay?” Jester explained, continuing when Caleb nodded 
automatically. “Okay. Now, I’d love to show you around, but I also want to help Beau and 
Yasha. They need me real bad right now I think. But I want to help you too. So how about I 
bring your stuff to your room for you, I’1l even add some extra blankets and stuff so you can 
relax later. And Caduceus, who is the calmest nicest guy ever, and Veth, who loves you so so 
much, just like Luc, they will give you a tour and everything, and no one 1s going to hurt you, 
you are super super safe here. Does that sound okay?” 


That was... a great deal of information that Caleb was not entirely sure how to process all at 
once. 


She wanted to help, odd but acceptable as truth. Beau and Yasha simply took priority, natural 
and expected. She wanted his things, so he reluctantly, but immediately, offered the tomes 
and components to her, despite the sharp bite of disappointment at having them taken away 
so soon. 


Extra blankets... he could not fathom her meaning. There had been so many blankets already 
in... oh. That was likely not his room. She had said she would put those things in his room, 
and the one he had been left in last night was too much. His own would not be so grand or 
luxurious. He would be grateful for any comforts she might bring him. 


He agreed Caduceus was calm, though nice was subjective. Certainly Caleb had no proof he 
was not. Veth he highly doubted felt any... love...toward him. At all. Much less to the extent 
Jester was attempting to convince him. Both individuals, however, had been pleasant enough 
over breakfast, so he was not opposed to a tour with them. 


The rest... wishful thinking, empty promises that meant little even if Jester herself had no 
intentions of causing him pain. He had angered at last one of the pack Alphas, likely all of 
them. Eventually he would be brought to task for that. 


Jester granted him a patience he did not deserve, waiting in front of him as Caleb worked 
through her explanation. Eventually, the mage nodded agreement, knowing full well it wasn’t 
a real choice in what he did, but Jester wanted his participation as if it were. 


The blue Tiefling smiled brightly at him, confirmation that she had wanted an answer to her 
orders, then stood to her feet with Caleb’s things clutched to her chest. Caleb followed suite, 
keeping his gaze down and trying not to look longingly at the spell books. He could only 
hope that she really would leave them in whatever room he would be placed this evening. 


His hands were shaking, so Caleb hid them behind his back as he followed Jester the few 
steps over to Caduceus and Veth. His stomach still rolled, breakfast threatening to make a 
reappearance, very much aware that none of the Alphas had really made a decision about the 
whole brothel issue. They’d all just left. 


That... maybe that as good. He could try and think of a way to convince them he would be 
more useful remaining with them. He had his spells now, or would if Jester left them were he 
could have them again. Failing that, he could try and play up Fjord's claim of him as pack 
leader. It was worth considering, at the very least. 


Soon Jester left and Caleb was alone with Veth and Caduceus. He let their words wash over 
him, nodding and agreeing as appropriate, redirecting and dancing around the subject when a 
negative answer was the only one available. The Alphas were not here, but it would be best 
not to let himself be too lax. Such had caused him trouble enough. 


He followed the two Betas through most of the house, their tour did not encompass the 
entirety. Caleb was fairly certain they were avoiding the area’s that any of the Alphas might 
be at. Still, he learned the location of the kitchen, training room, sitting rooms (four total), 
Veth’s room (shared with her husband), Luc’s room (next to Veth and Yezza), Caduceus’s 
room, Caleb’s own room (the very same he’d been in the night before), a library, a lab, 
multiple rooms with no real purpose, and a handful of others. 


Mot of the locations they simply passed by with a brief description and moved on. Some they 
entered and allowed Caleb to look around, which he did when they offered. Fjord had told 
him to explore, so he obeyed. If Caduceus and Veth offered him to look closer, it must be of 
some importance or tied to the pack leader’s command. Either way, he rationalized he was 
obeying all three. 


The final room they brought him too was a study of sorts. It held a writing desk and chair, 
along with multiple bookshelves mostly filled with random knickknacks and books. Veth 
entered it immediately, letting Caduceus deal with explaining what the room was for as she 
began searching the shelves and pulling books and stacking them in her arms. 


Caleb paid little attention to Caduceus’s explanation; it was simple and consisted mainly of 
information he could observe simply walking in. Veth’s actions, however, were curious. As 
was how she had stacked the four books she’d chosen on the desk and turned to Caleb. 


“I’m starting to worry about the others, they haven’t made a peep in too long. I want to go 
check on Jester. Caduceus, you should check in on Fjord. Caleb... I noticed you were 
interested in the library mostly, and I knew there were some really good ones stashed here.” 
Veth explained, poking the stack she’d made. “You can take them to your room if you want, 
or read it here.” 


“We should all talk about what happened. Earlier I mean. And the thing with Molly before 
that.” Caduceus advised, adding softly. “What Jester said is true though. No one here will 
hurt you. I'd really like it if we could come back here, all have a talk to straighten out any 
misunderstanding. Is that all right?” 


Caleb wasn’t sure what to say to that except to agree. The two of them made quick plans to 
divide and conquer, each going to find their respective person to make sure that everything 
was okay. They'd get everyone to come here to discuss things, then (per Veth's request) lunch. 


They left him alone then, the stack of books laid out like a siren’s call of temptation. 


He considered the books with a bit of suspicioun, though neither Veth nor Caduceus seemed 
the type to trick him into disobedience simply to see him punished. He very much disbelieved 
both cleric’s promises of no pain from anyone, however nice it would be if it were true. He 
knew little about them, should probably not make presumptions, but both clerics seemed 
rather naive to the world. This pack had never had an Omega, so they would not know. It was 


simple. They treated him as they might another Beta, presumed he would have the same 
freedoms. 


He knew better. Knew what Alphas liked, what they demanded. Knew the rules of the Cobalt 
Soul, how to please an Expositor. Knew the rules of the Empire, how to survive being what 
he was. And he knew... he knew he should not be reaching out for these books. He should 
not trace his hands over the cover, should not pick one up and hold it. 


StoBzahn Liebe. Caleb translated the title into his native tongue silently, smiling as the 
ridiculousness of it. Tusk Love. 


He knew it was against the rules, and it was such a frivolous and pointlessly absurd thing to 
get in trouble for, but he opened the cover and began to read. 
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Well, apparently, plot makes me go all less cuddles and more angst. Who knew. 
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Best Laid Plans of Mice and Men 
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“Hey, Caleb.” 


Caleb jumped at the voice behind him, dropping the book and backing up quickly. His heart 

was in his throat, eyes going wide with horror to see Beau watching him. His back slammed 
against the bookshelf, rattling some of the objects. Thankfully none of them fell, gods forbid 
he break something of theirs. 


He froze for a moment, waiting until the sound of objects wobbling stopped, making sure 
nothing really would fall, then obediently dropped to his knees as he’d been taught. It was too 
slow, too sloppy, but better than not doing it at all. 


Beau moved closer, reaching out and turning the discarded book to read the title. She glanced 
up at him briefly, eye level with him with how she crouched to the ground. “Tusk Love. One 
of Jesters. You ever read it?” 


“Tt... is not... one I have seen before, Alpha.” Caleb answered hesitantly. He was not about to 
admit he had been over halfway through it when she'd interrupted. 


She said nothing and when Caleb dared look up, he watched warily as the monk picked up 
the book and stood to her feet. He wondered what her plans were for this particular trespass, 
fingers tightening into a fist in anxiety before he remembered himself and flattened his palms 
against his legs again. Beau did not have her staff this time, thank gods, but that meant little. 


Caleb knew well enough that the monks of the Cobalt Soul did not need tools to make him 
scream. 


Whatever she decided to do would be painful, certainly, and would cause no dissension 
between her and Molly. The Tiefling had offered him to her once already, did not apparently 
mind sharing. Might even have sent her to discipline him in the first place. Caleb was still 
due for so many disobediences already. He would get no help or mercy now and it was stupid 
to hope otherwise. 


“Jess likes it, pretty sure it’s her favorite.” Beau commented, her tone giving nothing away 
for Caleb to interpret. 


She sighed and Caleb thought this was finally it, but then the Alpha stepped back. She even 
shifted around the room so she did not block a path to the door. Not that Caleb was going to 
run out of the room. He would not willingly start that game. 


“Okay, so.... house rules...” Beau began, and that got Caleb’s full attention. 


Finally, something normal, some fucking direction on how to survive in this place. Some hint 
as to how he could be good. If the Alpha noticed how Caleb perked up at her words, she 
made no comment, and he had to remind himself that these were all likely subject to change 
between each Alpha. Or even arbitrarily by Beau herself. It would not be the first time it had 
happened. 


“Uh, so don’t.... do that.” Beau grunted, words entirely unhelpful, and neither was her vague 
gesture towards Caleb. 


Caleb held still, at a loss and unwilling to do anything in case it immediately broke this 
random and completely senseless rule. He was obviously starting this game off very poorly 
because the Alpha growled, frustration coloring her tone. Caleb flinched, ducking his head 
and dropping his stance a little lower to the floor, hoping that would appease her. 


It did not. 


“Fuck, I’m so not good at this...” Beau muttered, running a hand over her face. “I meant the 
kneeling. That’s not my thing, or anyone else’s here.” 


Oh. Okay. Easily rectified. Caleb scrambled to get to his feet, anything to please the monk. 
Except when he glanced at her she looked more pained than pleased, which made no sense. 
But she continued to explain her rules, so Caleb paid attention. 


“Like Molly said yesterday, have as much food as you want, you don’t need permission for it, 
um... 1f you’re hurt, find Caduceus or Jester, they have magic and can heal you. Or bandages 
if it’s something small...” 


Caleb listened as she kept going, but her list was... they were not rule as he understood them. 


Caduceus liked to cook, but Caleb could make anything he wanted at any time. A 
housekeeper called NIla came by twice a week to do laundry, he could leave the blankets in 
his room out for her. There was a garden out back that Yasha and Caduceus kept up, he could 
visit it at any time. Everyone helped take care of Luc, but if the kid was too much just bring 
him to Veth at any time. 


It was all just... general information about their lives, nothing that indicated to him what he 
should or should not do. Beau trailed off awkwardly as she ran out of things to tell him, the 
two of them standing in stilted silence. 


Beau could tell she really wasn’t making a great impression, but at least Caleb wasn’t laying 
near prone on the floor in terror of her anymore. She didn’t enjoy laying out rules, tried not to 
really make them be rules at all, just... fuck, something so he’d know how things worked 
around here. 


She knew she should probably leave now that she was done, get out while she was ahead and 
all that. But... yesterday had been pretty fucking awesome and Beau wanted to get to know 
Caleb too. And he was Omega, being around him... there was something soothing about it, 
some deep buried instinct, and it bugged her that he was so afraid of her. This morning had 


left a bad taste in her mouth and watching him drop to his knees at that little mission planning 
session hadn’t helped at all. 


Maybe it was a mistake, but she took a step forward and offered him the book he’d been 
looking at. “Will you read it to me? Sit with me?” Beau asked, trying to put as much calm 
into the question as she could. It was dumb, but she really hoped he would understand that 
she was actually asking. That he would understand it wasn’t an order. A little bit hoped he 
would trust her enough to say no. 


He didn’t, obviously. The Omega nodded jerkily and stepped forward into arms reach, head 
tilting to expose his neck in surrender. Caleb was shaking already, fingers twisting in the hem 
of his shirt. 


Beau wasn’t sure about this next part of her plan either, but Caleb had been less terrified after 
she’d curled up with him. And he did seem to like cuddling, Molly had hogged all the rest of 
the cuddles last night, so it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that this might help. Could 
help both of them, because she remembered the feeling of that high yesterday and it had been 
awesome. She would love to be so calm and relaxed right now, replace the memory of his 
terror with something so much better. 


Unfortunately, there wasn’t a handy couch or chair, or even a comfy rug, to curl up on in this 
room. Beau wasn’t about to drag him through the house looking for a suitable spot, so she 
moved them to the corner opposite the door, so she could keep watch, and settled down there. 


Caleb followed the Alpha automatically, keeping his eyes downward. He didn’t resist as she 
tugged him closer, holding him to her chest but angled so he could still hold and read the 
book. His back was braced against one of her legs, not uncomfortable, but a silent reminder 
to him that she could easily make it uncomfortable with her knee pressed lightly against his 
spine. The Alpha curled around him, Caleb trying to make himself a small as possible in her 


grasp. 
She did not smell angry at least. Upset, in an odd sort of way, but not angry. 


Beau placed the book in Caleb’s hands, fingers moving to brush the healed bite mark at his 
throat. He stilled at the soft touch, but she did nothing, caused no pain, and soon wrapped her 
arm around his chest and wriggled to get comfortable. 


This felt... impossible. And if it were a trick, or a trap, Caleb could see no way out of it. Or 
even a way to make the pain less severe when it came to that part. When Beau reached 
around to flip open the book awkwardly turning the page to get to the beginning, Caleb 
resigned himself to going along with this, drawing in a breath as he began to read. 


“O-on... the c-coast o-of... of...” Caleb tried, stuttering and tripping over the words, hands 
shaking so violently it was hard to even read the letters on the page. 


“Relax.” Beau stopped him, one hand touching his cheek and the other gripping the book. 
“T’m not-“ 


Caleb choked on a yelp, jerking back and panicking as he had nowhere to go. “Please, please, 
I... Ic-can... Pl do it right, please let me- I’m sorry, please.” 


“No, hey, it’s...” Beau began, Caleb shuddering at the rising frustration in her voice. “Fuck, I 
wish I could...” 


Beau growled lowly, suddenly moving and pulling herself and Caleb to their feet. She 
plucked the book from his hand easily, wrapping the other around his wrist and tugging him 


(To) 


along behind her with a grunted “c’mon”. 


Caleb trailed along behind her, dreading to discover where she was taking him. She did not 
pull too hard, it was easy to keep up even though his legs felt numb. She led him to a portion 
of the house he had not yet been to, the scent of the Alpha stronger here, strongest in the 
room she kicked the door open to. 


Caleb flinched at the loud bang as it hit the wall, though Beau’s grip was still carefully 
painless as she pulled him through it into the room. The door swung slowly shut behind them 
on it’s own, the force of her entry enough it bounced back to close. Inside the room was 
Yasha, the larger woman glancing up from where she was sharpening her blade. 


Caleb pulled back against Beau’s hold at the sight, breath catching in his throat. He tried to 
beg forgiveness again, though he knew it wouldn’t work. It never did. “Please, Alpha, I’m 
sorry, please. I’ll be good, please let me try again.” 


She didn’t let go, but didn’t shove him onto his knees in front of Yasha, so he dared hope he 
would get out of this with all limbs attached after all. 


Yasha’s brow furrowed, the Alpha looking from Beau to Caleb. “What...?” 


“He was going to read to me, but he... I can’t...” Beau growled to herself as her face flushed 
red, pulling Caleb forward and nudging him toward Yasha despite his pleading whine. “Can 
you help?” 


Yasha looked from Caleb to the book, then back to Beau, completely at a loss. “Help read?” 


“No, I just... thought...” Beau signed, letting Caleb go and taking a step back. “He was a lot 
more relaxed after Molly’s purring... and you know I can’t do that, so I was hoping you 
could?” 


“Oh.” Yasha intoned, eyebrows lifting in surprise. Much to Caleb’s relief, she set the blade 
aside. “Um, yeah, sure. Um, Caleb, is that okay with you?” 


“T...ah...” Caleb tried to speak, but did not know what to say. He was not even sure what the 
hell they were talking about, was still trying to process the fact that he was not about to be 
skinned or gutted or mutilated. There was not much room in his mind for considering if he 
wanted the Alpha to... to purr? Alpha’s did not purr. They growled, they snapped, they 
played games, they... they hurt. He had never heard of one purring before. 


“How about I do a little bit, and if you don’t like it Pll stop?” Yasha offered, holding out an 
arm. “You can sit with me, if it helps?” 


That sounded like a terrible idea, all things considered, because Caleb very much did not 
want to be anywhere near whatever game this was. But he sure as hell wasn’t about to 
disobey either Alpha, much as he’d rather flee far from this room as possible. Again, there 
was no right answer. Pain now for disobeying or pain later when Molly was displeased that 
he had both Beau and Yasha’s scent on him. 


The Tiefling would not be so forgiving of the slight a second time, Caleb was sure. Not after 
what had happened this morning. 


Caleb shifted closer, kneeling politely by her feet and leaning against her leg hesitantly. He 
would try to get as little of her scent on him as possible, mitigate the damage later. He winced 
as her hand touched his shoulder, breaths coming quicker as he waited in tense expectation. 


It took him a moment, too wrapped up in his own worries, but eventually he recognized the 
not-growl she produced. The sound was similar, but a different flavor, than the sound Fjord 
and Molly had made. It was so different than any sound he could make, if this truly was an 
Alpha’s purr, so much lower pitched and deeper than his own. 


Just like Molly and Fjord, it was soothing, in a way. Not quite enough to erase the fear, but 
enough that his breath evened out to a normal pace. He tilted his head as he listed, near laying 
it in her lap, trying to memorize the sound and pitch, to be able to better differentiate it from 
the more familiar sound of a growl. He doubted it would be difficult, his instinct already 
knowing subconsciously that this sound wasn’t a threat. 


“Can you purr?” Yasha asked him curiously, only breaking her rhythm for a moment before 
continuing. 


“T... can.” Caleb replied carefully. 
“Will you?” Beau spoke up, lifting her head. "Please?” 


This was very different than he’d thought it would be. Caleb had expected Beau to break his 
fingers when she’d found him with the book, had then expected at least a beating for failing 

to read to her as ordered, and now here she was asking him to purr? All his previous Alpha’s 
had hated the sound, had given him strict orders to never do so. 


He breathed slowly, trying to calm himself as he let out a short sound that was almost his 
usual self soothing purr. 


It wasn’t loud, wasn’t long, the noise cutting off abruptly as Beau leaned forward. 


“That was very nice.” Yasha whispered above him, her own purr fading into silence. “Will 
you try again? I’m sure Beau would very much like to hear too.” 


Caleb flinched at the rebuke, shaking as he tried again. It was difficult, through the fear and 
expectation, fighting against his training. With Molly it had been pure emotion, gratitude, that 


had made it easy. Now he felt only fear, and a certainty he was about to piss off both of these 
Alpha’s. Both of which could snap him like a twig and make it look easy. 


He tried again, but it was as quiet and short lived as before and he cringed. “S-sorry, please, 
I... lam sorry.” 


He jerked as the monk slid the book toward him, flinching back against Yasha’s leg, but the 
book came to a stop well before it could hit him. 


Caleb did not move to pick it up, didn’t dare move at all. Not even when Yasha leaned down 
past him to take the book. His shoulders hitched up, waiting, but even she did not hit him 
with it. 


“You don’t have to, but would you stay? Nobody is going to hurt you. You can read it if you 
want. To yourself, but... it might make Beau feel better if you stay, just for a little bit?” Yasha 
asked softly. 


Caleb closed his eyes and nodded, voice sounding broken even to himself. “Yes, Alpha.” 


Yasha placed the book in his hands, sliding down to sit beside him on the floor. Alarmingly, 
or would have been except Caleb was beginning to feel numb and disconnected, Beau stood 
up and walked over, curling up tightly on the other side of Yasha. Caleb opened the book, 
because Yasha had told him to read, but he could not focus on the pages. 


“Do you want to hear the story of how I met Molly?” Yasha offered, one arm wrapping 
around Beau’s shoulders. 


Beau huffed a laugh, the sound a little wet with what Caleb would think were tears except 
Beau was an Alpha, and Cobalt Soul on top of that. 


“T like that story.” Beau muttered into Yasha’s side, chuckling again when Yasha started it off 
by saying “once upon a time.” 


Beau listened to Yasha speaking, breathing in the scent of her mate. It was tinged with the 
sharp terror from the Omega on the other side of Yasha, but Beau figured she deserved that. 
As much as she’d shouted at Molly for being a pig headed idiot forcing Caleb into things, 
she’d kinda done basically the same. She’d just wanted him to not be scared of her. He’d 
obviously been interested in the book, he’d been okay with curling up with her yesterday, and 
she’d just... 


She knew better, knew he wouldn’t feel like he had a choice, but had done it anyway. Caleb 
definitely didn’t want to still be here now, but Beau was selfishly glad Yasha had asked him 
to stay. Even scared, it was nice having him here. Beau still held out some hope he might 
relax a little. 


When Yasha finished her story, Beau still hadn’t heard Caleb move, could find no difference 
in his scent. When she looked up and over at him, he was staring blankly at the book in his 
hands. She wondered if he had even heard Yasha’s story at all. It was too bad if he didn’t it 
really was a good one. 


“Caleb.” Bea spoke gently, reaching over to brush her fingers down his shoulder softly. He 
flinched, but she didn’t pull back, needing him to listen. ““You’ll stay with us for this trip. If 
nothing else we might need you for a quick jump out if things get bad.” 


That he wanted to stay with them was obvious, at least so far as it was concerned to avoid 
staying at the Chatteau. His fear had been near tangible the moment the place had been 
mentioned, there was no way she could have missed it. They would need to address his 
misconceptions about the place, whatever they were, because they went there often enough. 
Jester was raised there, her mother still lived and worked there. They would definitely be 
visiting it when they went to Nicodranas, so better to give him a reason that he would believe 
as to why they wouldn’t leave him there. 


It seemed to work, Caleb relaxed after a second and began to nod, but very suddenly flinched 
and jerked back. Beau took her hand off him, worried that somehow she /ad hurt him, but a 
few seconds later he was speaking. 


“Sorry, I am.. with- with Y-yasha and Beau... I- I am-“‘ Caleb stammered out. 
“In our rooms.” Beau prompted, guessing it was either Jester or Veth. 
“in their rooms.” Caleb repeated obediently. 


He didn’t say anything else, just held still and kept his eyes on the floor in front of him. Beau 
waited to be sure Jester wasn't about to send him another message, then nudged Yasha. She 
looked pointedly at Caleb, poking Yasha in the arm a bit and giving her a /Jook. Yasha blinked 
at her for a moment, glancing between them, before her mouth opened in a silent ‘oh’ of 
understanding. 


Yasha reached over to carefully tug Caleb toward her, the Omega following her silent 
direction willingly. Caleb flashed Beau a worried look, but was soon tucked securely under 
Yasha’s chin and all but wrapped up in the Aasimar’s arms. He tilted his head a little, taking a 
breath of Yasha's scent. Beau could have purred with joy at how the tension in his muscles 
eased, if she'd had the ability to purr at all. He wasn't at ease or even remotely as relaxed as 
Molly had managed, but it was a start. 


“Who messaged you?” Yasha asked quietly. 


“J-jester. She... was looking for me.” Caleb replied nervously, breath hitching a little as 
Yasha rearranged them. 


Beau scooted closer, Yasha lifting one arm and letting the monk curl close into her side. 
Caleb tensed for a moment, heart skipping when Beau’s knees and arms brushed lightly 
against him with how tightly she pressed to Yasha. She didn’t hit him though, nor did she 
demand anything of him, and Caleb soon relaxed back into Yasha’s hold. The large Alpha’s 
resumed purr helped immensely, Caleb finding himself almost as fuzzy minded as he had 
been when Molly had done this the other day. 


Cuddling, he had to remind himself. A thing all of the pack seemed to enjoy, even Beau. He 
had no complaints; it was not unpleasant. Or at least had not been so far. Beau's eyes were 


closed, the Alpha not looking at him nor carrying any scent of irritation. Odd as it was, she 
ranked fairly low on his list of current fears. 


He worried of Veth and Caduceus’s reaction to his disobeying them, worried of Molly’s 
reaction to having Beau and Yasha’s scent all over him... he worried about a great many 
things. It was a great weight off his chest not to have to worry about the Chatteau, at least for 
now. Beau had a use for him and, as Caleb had learned well over his training, the monks of 
the Cobalt Soul very often got what they wanted. Even if it did not guarantee the pack would 
not put him to use as such later. 


But this bought him time. Time to work on a better, more permanent, plan himself. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Conversations: Unheard and Otherwise 


It was difficult for Fjord to leave Caleb, was difficult to even see him like that. He hadn’t 
liked it when the Omega did it with the King’s delegation and he didn’t like it now. All he 
wanted to do was bundle the Omega in his arms and sooth his fears. He’d only known the 
man for less than a day and he was determined the mage never be hurt or scared again. Not 
that he was doing the best job. 


Jester’s assurances were enough he could make himself turn away, follow after Mollymauk. 
As much as he wanted to take care of their newest packmember, he needed to figure out just 
what was going on with the rest of them. The instant Caleb had dropped to his knees, both 
Molly and Beau had flinched and beat a hasty retreat out of the room. 


Yasha had followed, so Fjord would leave Beau to her. He didn’t fancy getting a fist to his 
face for the trouble. Beau’s brand off blowing of steam... not exactly something he wanted to 
deal with right now. Molly was his main concern. 


Mollymauk was passion and exuberance, never did anything by half. Fjord was secure in 
knowing Molly loved him, much as they fought sometimes, and it wasn’t hard to see how 
attached to Caleb the Tiefling had already become. Fjord wasn't afraid to admit that he was 
smitten with the Omega too, and it wasn't all instinct. He'd felt it the first time their scents 
mingled, Caleb just belonged. 


Mollymauk was not easy to find. Fjord paced through the house twice, even summoned the 
Star Razor in case the Tiefling had managed to find a way to turn himself invisible. 
Eventually he found Molly outside, on the roof of all places. The bloodhunter had his coat 
tucked tightly around him, even his tail curled up underneath, and sat staring at the distant 
forest on the horizon. 


For a moment Fjord just stood there, considering whether it was worth it to try and climb up, 
or if he should try and call Molly down. Or use magic to get himself up there... make sure 
the Tiefling neither ignored him nor slipped away before he could try and talk with him. A 
breeze blew from behind him, the hint of ocean this far inland a soothing scent. He looked 
down at the blade in his hand, smiling softly at the reassurance from his deity. He stepped 
forward, her presence encompassing him, and when Fjord’s foot landed it was up on the roof 
a few feet from his quarry. 


Fjord dismissed the blade with a silent thanks to her, stepping closer and carefully lowering 
himself to sit beside Molly. Much as it might amuse the bloodhunter, and as much as Fjord 
wanted to see him smile again, Fjord didn’t fancy falling from the roof. He was quiet for a 
moment, preparing himself for a biting retort or avoidance, then asked softly. “Want to talk 
about it?” 


“T want to kill them.” Molly stated coldly. He didn’t look at Fjord, just kept staring toward 
the horizon. “They weren’t the ones to put that much fear in him, but they hurt him too.” 


One of them put fear there, at least a little, Fjord thought to himself. He clearly remembered 
the fear on Caleb’s face obeying that Beta’s barked order, hadn’t been able to stifle his growl 
at the time. Of course he knew telling Molly about that would be a spectacularly bad idea. 
He’d likely find the Tiefling missing for the next couple of days, probably Yasha too, and he 
was certain the King’s messengers would never make it back to Rexxentrum. 


“Molly...” 


“You know he was afraid to even accept food without permission.” Molly interrupted him, 
words clipped. "He was starving, you saw him! Cad was handing him food, but he didn’t 
even move, didn’t take it until Beau told him. And he wasn’t even going to eat it! They hurt 
him so he wouldn’t even eat...” Molly’s voice broke, the Tiefling looking down and closing 
his eyes. “Gods, and Luc... he thought I was going to hurt him. He’s just a kid and Caleb 
really thought I would Aurt him.” 


Fjord reached over to pull Molly into his arms, rumbling a low purr as he tried to reassure his 
mate. He curled him close, pressing a kiss to his head, his face, his hands. He traced his 
fingers along Molly’s arm, trying to convey as much affection and love to him as possible. 
“Mols, it’s only been a day. Less, actually.” 


Molly growled but snuggled into him. 
“He’s smart. He'll realize we won’t hurt him, eventually.” Fjord assured. 


“Of course he’s smart.” Molly snorted. “Bastard was cheating at cards. And beat me at 
losing.” 


Fjord chuckled, glad to hear the self-deprecation had left Molly’s voice. The sass was back, 
Molly’s hands tracing his chest in slow motions. “You mean someone outcheated you at 
cards? You're not losing your touch, are you?” 


Molly dug an elbow sharply into Fjord's ribs, turning the warlock's laughter into a light yelp 
of discomfort. The Tiefling shifted to sit more comfortably against Fjord, letting out a low 
sigh after a few minutes. “Is Caleb okay though? I... I told Caleb I wouldn’t tell you, so you 
better fucking not let him know I did, but I got him to say my name. Tricked him really. And 
before you say anything, Beau’s already chewed me out. Just... is he okay?” 


“Jester, Caduceus, and Nott are with him.” Fjord replied, words becoming muffled as he 
leaded down to kiss Molly’s neck reassuringly. “I won’t let Caleb know you told me.” 


Molly nodded, curling more securely into Fjord’s arms and letting his tail wrap around the 
half orcs back. “I didn’t realize it was that big a thing for him, or I wouldn’t have done it. It 
was just a joke, just a stupid bet.” 


Fjord didn’t say anything, couldn’t think of anything intelligent to say. He wished he could 
say it was fine, but he didn’t know if it was. Going by the pure misery radiating off of Molly, 
he guessed Caleb’ reaction had been bad. Worse than what he’d just left to Jester and the 
others. Fjord could only imagine how bad Molly felt having been the sole focus of the 
Omega’s fear. 


Fjord just held Molly, the Tiefling shifting in his arms so they could watch the horizon, the 
sun slowly moving across the sky. Neither paid attention to the passage of time, Fjord content 
to be a comfort to Molly, while Molly was content to have this rare peaceful time with it just 
being the two of them. 


mney 


Jester had to stop as she walked into Beau’s room, hands flying to her mouth to contain a 
squeal. They. Looked. So. CUTE! Caleb was all curled up in Yasha’s arms, Beau trying her 
best to wind around both of them... It was so super sweet! 


“Hey, Jes. Sup?” Beau muttered quietly, not bothering to open her eyes. 


“You guyyyys.... Can I join? Caleb, can I come over too?” Jester asked pleadingly, inching 
forward a bit and completely and totally forgetting all about Veth and Caduceus waiting 
behind her. 


“What are we joining?” Veth asked, ducking under Jester’s excited waving tail. 


Caduceus, taller and able to see over Jester, simply smiled and lifted a hand in greeting to the 
three others in the room. 


“Pack pile!” Jester cheered in answer before clearing her throat and toning it down a second 
later seeing Caleb’s panicked expression. She hurried to reassure him. “It’s okay, it’s okay! It’ 
just like this, but all of us!” 


Jester waited patiently for the mage to think about it, his eyes flickering warily around at 
them, lingering on Beau for a moment. “Like... ah, this? Cuddling? Just... that? Ah, or- or 
am I- do you require a-anything of me?” 


Jester shook her head, feeling very proud of Caleb for asking. “You don’t have to do anything 
you don’t want, and if you need to make a quick get away I can to-tally distract these two for 
you.” She leaned closer, wiggling her eyebrows at him. “If you know what I mean?” 


Caleb did not but, going by the amused snort from the monk beside him, Beau did at least. 
Still, Jester’s words implied that the two Alpha’s would not want him to leave, and he did not 
want to play the cat and mouse game of being hunted once Jester’s distraction ran its course. 
Safer to stay. And if this... pack pile was just all of them cuddling together, he would gladly 
agree. Explaining himself to Molly was a worry for later. Right now it was a numbers game. 
Five of them versus one Molly. Easy to decide who he should please. 


Caleb glanced over at Beau, the Alpha paying no attention and still had not opened her eyes, 
so he tried looking up at Yasha. “May they join, Alpha?” 


“Tf you are okay with it, I do not mind.” 


That... wasn’t a helpful answer and turned the decision back to him. But it wasn’t his to 
make and he did not trust that this was not some trick to get him to speak out of turn. Beau 
might well have informed her about the whole issue with Molly’s name. He had not been 


corrected for that yet, but he could still show he had learned his lesson. And in the event she 
truly did not mind if he made the decision, Beau still might. Past experiences with other 
monks told him she certainly would. If by some miracle she did not, Veth might, or 
Caduceus. Or even Jester, for all that she was the one who asked him in the first place. 


The silence stretched, Caleb’s heartbeat speeding with every passing second. He didn’t know 
what to do, what to say, how to navigate this situation. 


Salvation came from an unlikely source. After what felt like an eternity, Beau stirred next to 
him, opening her eyes to look at him. 


“You can say yes to them.” Beau told him quietly, catching his gaze before he quickly looked 
away. 


It was a relief to have some direction, permission to give an answer. Caleb turned his 
attention back to Jester, head tilted enough to bare his throat in slight submission. An apology 
for the delay. “You are welcome to join us.” 


He was not expecting the blue Tiefling to pounce toward them immediately upon his answer 
in the affirmative. He yelped in surprise as she lunged forward, shrinking back into Yasha as 
the cleric tackled Beau and wrapped the monk in a fierce hug. The two of them fell 
backwards, sprawling next to him and Yasha. 


“T spent all that time cheering you up and you go and get all mopey again!” Jester bemoaned, 
aggressively snuggling the Alpha. 


Caleb flinched as a hand patted his shoulder, Veth having approached and settled beside him 
in the chaos. “It’s okay Caleb, Jester only does that to Beau.” 


Caleb looked at her with wide eyes, attention soon turning back to the cleric who was 
currently pinning the Alpha on the floor. She had said cuddling, this was not that. Not unless 
they had just never gotten to this part of it, which did not seem would be very pleasant for 
him when it was his turn. 


Caduceus settled himself directly across form Yasha and Caleb, close enough to barely touch, 
but with his own personal space intact. 


Caleb completely missed what the Firbolg said, too concerned with the growl Beau let out as 
the Alpha began to fight back against Jester above her. And Jester was laughing, didn’t she 
understand she could get hurt? Unless she knew that she wou/dn t because now they had an 
Omega to take that for her... 


Caleb threw a desperate look toward Veth. “Please, please, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean-“ 
“Tt’s okay.” Veth assured him. “They’re just playing. Watch.” 


That did not sound like playing to him, that sounded like the makings of a fight, and Caleb 
watched with disbelief as Veth’s solution turned out to be throwing her shoe at them. 


It did not help the situation. 


Beau deftly caught the offending item, apparently unaffected by the Tiefling clinging to her 
midsection as she sat up. Veth barely had a second to notice the smirk before the footwear 
was flying back in her direction. 


Caleb shuddered and cringed back, flinching from Veth’s shriek as the halfling ducked the 
shoe and grabbed the nearest thing to return fire. He regretted not taking the chance to run, 
back when Beau had found him originally. At least then he would only have had the one 
Alpha on him, a quick chase and submission. Beau would have taken her due as victor, dealt 
out the punishments that still awaited him, and then Caleb could have gone to lick his 
wounds in peace. 


He did not know how to handle this, did not look forward to the Betas encouraging the 
Alphas when they finally turned their attention to him. It would be bad enough, he didn’t 
need them making it worse. This was a longer game, more subtle than he was accustomed to, 
and vicious in its ability to make him think he had been safe. Cuddles were painless and... 
and... he still did not want to label them as nice. But they were okay, they were good... until 
they turned into wrestling for dominance. 


That was bad, was painful. That was a game he was intimately familiar with. Disappointment 
was newer, Caleb feeling an idiot for having been so stupid to hope in the first place. 


What else was okay until it indiscriminately was not? Food? His room? The blankets? Was 
his little nest even still there? All those gentle touches, when would they become painful? If 
this could change, why would that not change as well. More importantly, when would it 
change? 


Caduceus sighed and Caleb flinched away from even that. “Yasha, would you mind calming 
them down? I'd really like to have a discussion.” 


Yasha nodded and pulled Caleb closer to her, petting his cheek gently, though the Omega 
barely noticed the touch with as focused as he was on Beau and Jester. Up until she snarled, 
the sound vibrating from her chest, and it was furious and wild, like thunder in a storm. 


The room went dead quiet, the only one not staring at Yasha in surprise was Caduceus, and 
Caleb who was soon whimpering an apology and doing every damned thing he knew of to 
appease her. 


"Stop it.” Yasha said evenly into the stillness, Caleb going quiet and motionless in her arms. 
“You are all scaring him. So please stop.” 


"Oh, Caleb, we’re so sorry...” 


Caleb closed his eyes, bracing himself as Jester reached for him, but the Tiefling stopped as 
Caduceus’s soft tone interrupted her. “Jester. Didn’t you want to sit with them?" 


Jester pulled back, watching Caleb worriedly, but nodded. “Right, right. I did, totally.” 


Caleb bit his cheek to keep from making a sound as Jester pulled Beau back closer to him, 
the cleric proceeding to wind herself into the monk’s lap, tail curling around Caleb and 


Yasha. He held his breath as Beau reached up to pet Jester’s hair gently, but the Alpha didn’t 
make a move to continue the fight. Didn’t hit Jester or discipline her at all. Caleb might have 
thought that a good sign, but an Alpha didn’t let that type of thing go. 


In all reality, the pack had him now and eventually they would use him as he was meant, an 
outlet for their frustration and aggression. 


“Sorry Caduceus. Sorry Caleb.” Jester apologized once she was settled, Veth seconding the 
sentiment. Beau added her own gruff apology, soon burying her face in Jester’s neck when 
Caleb flinched as she spoke his name. 


Yasha let out a long sigh, scooting so she could poke at Jester with a foot. The cleric 
complained a little, but scooted away from Beau at Yasha’s insistence. 


Caleb tensed as he then found himself dumped into Beau’s arms, thought before she had a 
chance to even do anything to him, both of them were swept up by Yasha. Jester let out a 
huff, muttering about wishing she’d had that idea before quickly scooting over to follow 
them. She curled half against Yasha’s side and half at Caleb’s back, wriggling close with a 
contented sigh. Beau was still pointedly not looking at Caleb, despite how they were face to 
face with how each of them leaned against Yasha. 


It was starting to freak Caleb out. That was more of an Omega thing, something very 
submissive. It showed deference and respect, it was why he was not ever allowed to look 
anyone in the eye. It wasn’t his place. He had seen Alpha’s do something similar before; after 
a fight, the losing party would show submission. Submission of itself wasn’t the issue. This 
just felt so very wrong because an Alpha simply didn’t do that for an Omega. Why would 
they? There was never a need. 


But Beau was and he didn’t know how to fix it. 


“T think we should talk.” Caduceus said calmly. “About this morning, and what happened 
earlier. And yesterday.” 


“Yes, we should definitely talk. Because you know you are totally safe here Caleb, no one is 
going to hurt you or anything.” Jester said firmly, arms squeezing lightly around him in a 
hug. 


“Yes!” Veth agreed adamantly. “You’re part of the family now, and we take care of each 
other. You don’t have to kneel, or be scared, or follow any rules, or anything.” 


Caleb nodded to each of them, only vaguely hearing their words. He would conform to how 
they wished him to act around each of them individually, but Fjord was pack leader, and he 
made the rules. Molly, Beau, and Yasha were Alpha’s their rules came secondary, then the 
Beta’s preferences. And Beau was sti// acting in a way that was deferent and submissive and 
it bothered him. 


Caleb could not focus on the other three speaking, for all he nodded when a yes or no 
question was posed to him. The monk was acting oddly and he did not know why. It was 
terrifying. He could not even begin to think what she was doing. These Alpha’s played such 


odd games. If cuddling could turn into a fight for dominance, what would this submissive 
display turn into? 


She did not even react when he brashly told Caduceus “no” when asked if he had questions. 
No excuses or platitudes, no dancing around the answer to make it carefully neutral and the 
outcome up to the asker. Caleb disregarded all the things he’d been taught, shoved away the 
anxiety that turned his stomach upside down, and said “No.” 


And Beau did nothing. 


The conversation around him eventually faded, the other three running out of false 
reassurances to provide. 


There was really only one thing left to do. One gambit to draw the monk's attention or ire. It 
would show he had been listening too, that he paid attention to what she wanted from him. 
He'd failed earlier at her demand for him to purr. He was no less terrified now than he had 
been then, the increased audience not at all helpful in this endeavor. 


Caleb hesitated, steeling his nerve, then let out a short little purr. The sound barely more than 
a chirp as he stared at the monk. Beau’s eyes snapped over to him and he stopped on instinct, 
looking away and tilting his head in submission. This was right, this was how it should be. 
He tried again to purr, shivering as he braced himself for a blow. It felt strange to purr while 
submitting and waiting for a beating, and the sound he managed was just as soft and brief as 
before. 


Beau blinked at him, giving a short smile and a huff, then reached over to put a hand over his 
wrist. Acceptance or claiming, Caleb wasn’t sure, but at least her actions made sense again. 
Whatever game she and the others were playing hopefully over for the time being. 


Seduction and Rejection 


Chapter Notes 


Warnings for slight non-con here. 


Jester and Veth walked him back to his room sometime later, Caduceus mentioning finding 
Fjord and Molly as he also left the room. They made a stop by the kitchens, Veth loading up a 
plate of lunch for the mage and insisting on carrying it for him back to his room. Jester 
helped and between them Caleb felt as if he would have enough food to last him the week, 
rather than until dinner. Or, if they would allow him, the next day. Caleb was more than 
interested is hiding away in his assigned room until he was specifically told otherwise. 


Shockingly... they did. 


Once the two Betas had left, Caleb ate a portion of the food, found his spell books atop the 
trunk, retrieved the harness for them from the trunk, the settled himself in his nest of 
blankets. The newest blanket that Jester brought had Beau’s scent far too strong on it, but he 
found a place for it anyway. Jester had brought it and he did not want her to find him 
ungrateful for the consideration. He did not want to risk being moved to a different, less 
comfortable, room. 


He napped for a while, falling asleep halfway through adjusting the blanket in a tighter circle 
on the bed. 


He woke hours later, choking back a scream and leaping off the bed to back away from it 
quickly. He drew deep breath after deep breath, reassuring himself that it was him alone in 
the room, no hint of Alpha around. 


The air was clean, if stale, and he wore the same thing he’d fallen asleep in. He could catch 
Veth’s scent faintly by the door, likely the halfling having come to collect him for dinner 
much as she had this morning. He worried at not having answered her, but if she had taken 
offense, she would probably have dealt with him immediately. Being left to sleep was 
probably a good sign. 


It was evening now, most of the Nein likely finding their way to their own rooms to sleep. 
Some at least. Luc for sure. Thanks to his own overactive imagination and far to real past 
experiences, Caleb was wide awake. 


He rearranged his blankets again, tucking the one with the currently nauseating scent of 
Alpha at the very bottom. He smelled of Alpha, and that certainly didn’t help matters, but he 
could do little about that. He pulled his coat around him, not feeling like giving up the thin 


additional coverage, piled other blankets over his shoulders, and huddled in the corner of his 
nest. 


He was settled before he tsked in annoyance, having forgotten his spell books. He pulled the 
bit of fleece from his picked apart sleeves, casting the spell to summon the spectral hand. He 
took his books from it and dismissed it with a wave, taking the thicker tome into his lap. 


Caleb flipped listlessly through his spell book, unable to concentrate. As thrilled as he was 
that Jester had truly left them here for him, that they still allowed him his components, he 
could not focus. Every time he began reading a spell, Luten’s detailed description of what 
happened to Omega’s in a brothel would come to mind, the Nein’s discussion of leaving him 
there a haunting backdrop, and his own nightmares the cherry on top. 


The more Caleb thought about it, the more he knew what he had to do. 


Beau’s assurances were not enough. Yes, the monk may have use of him. This time. But he 
needed a more permanent solution. He needed them to not want to lend him out. The best 
place to start was, naturally, Fjord. He was pack leader, it was his bite on Caleb’s neck, and it 
would be him who had the final say. 


Caleb took a few steadying breaths, preparing himself, then crawled out of his nest of 
blankets. He shrugged off his coat, leaving it folded neatly in the bed. No need to potentially 
have his warmest item of clothing ruined or torn. He padded over to the door, reaching for the 
handle and turning it silently. 


Unlocked, same as this morning. 


It wasn’t too late in the evening, he did not think he would be disturbing anyone by leaving 
his room. He shivered as he stepped out, tucking his hands into the tattered sleeves of his 
shirt, bare feet making no noise against the wooden floorboards. 


Fjord’s room was not hard to find. He simply eliminated any area of the house he had already 
been to, knowing it was not located there, and got very lucky in picking a direction to search 
first. 


Finding the room was the easy part, bringing himself to knock on the door was harder. Caleb 
could not recall a single time he had ever done this. Of course, he had never had an Alpha so 
casually speak of putting him in a brothel before. It had always been a threat, something to 
keep him in line, and it had worked well enough that way. The discussion today hadn’t been a 
threat, it had been consideration, with no influence given based on his behavior. 


This was the lesser pain, whether Fjord beat him for disturbing the Alpha or took him to his 
bed to use for the night, both were better than doing nothing. 


Caleb played with the buttons on his shirt nervously, before deciding to leave it. He was cold 
enough as is and Fjord had not approved of his body anyway. Caleb clearly remembered his 
negative reaction upon seeing him without a shirt yesterday. Little had changed in that regard, 
so it was better to leave it. Caleb let out a low sigh, realizing he was procrastinating. 


“Feigling, are you going to do this or no.” He chided himself in a light whisper. He could not 
dillydally here at the Alpha’s doorstep all night. 


He knocked lightly, breathing in slow breaths as he brought himself under control, burying 
the unease and anxiety. He wanted, he needed, he wanted... he tried to focus on the future, 
the end goal, to suppress any scent of fear or anxiety he might give off. 


When Fjord opened the door Caleb smiled, making his voice silky and full of need. “Alpha.” 


“Caleb? Are you alright? What...” Fjord questioned, leaning forward a bit to look either way 
down the hall. 


Fjord was confused, but Caleb could get past that, could act more straightforward. The Alpha 
was leaning closer to him now, and that made his next move simple. 


Caleb stretched up to kiss Fjord, licking tentatively at the Alpha’s lips as he let out a low 
whine. He was being presumptuous, certainly, but he ran his hands along Fjord’s shoulders 
and arms, pressing closer to be flush against the Alpha. 


And Fjord responded, the Alpha’s arms wrapping around and holding him securely. Fjord 
took over, kissing him back and easily exploring Caleb’s mouth as the Omega surrendered 
quickly. He was relatively gentle, Caleb still able to breath around him, the Alpha’s fangs not 
biting harshly at his lips. 


Fjord did not even taste unpleasant and Caleb hoped perhaps this might not be too painful. 
Fjord liked it easy. He remembered. 


It was like a dream come true for Fjord, the Omega here and smelling of desperation, panting 
and pressing against him. The mage was nervous still Fjord could tell that much, but he tried 
all the harder to sooth that away by being as gentle as possible. Caleb certainly sounded like 
he enjoyed this, the Omega groaning and panting against him, mouth open and eager. 


Fjord stepped back, Caleb keeping pace and following him into his room. Not near as pushy 
as Molly, but Fjord wasn’t about to complain about this impromptu make-out session. He 
wouldn’t go further, not without discussing things. Probably shouldn’t even do this much at 
all, but Caleb was... he was VERY enthusiastic. 


Fjord backed away until his legs hit the bed, the warlock sitting down on it heavily. Caleb 
was straddling his lap seconds later, hands reaching up to thread through his hair. Fuck, how 
was the mage so good at this. 


Fjord grabbed him and rolled, pinning the Omega under him and kissing him thoroughly, 
breathing in his scent. There was something under the man’s smoky scent, a sharp hint under 
the desperation. It wasn’t quite fear, that would have had Fjord stopping in an instant, and 
Fjord had to work to slow himself enough to speak. 


“You okay?” Fjord panted, pausing his kisses to look down at the mage beneath him. “This is 
okay, you’re okay with this?” 


Caleb ran his hands down the Alpha’s chest, focusing on further smothering his own 
trepidation and fear. 


This was a risk. 


The Alpha might decide he was well suited to make them some extra coin, judge him to be an 
insatiable little whore and rent him out wherever they found themselves. Throwing himself at 
the Alpha was a risk. But Fjord might like the feel of fucking his Omega enough that he 
would want to keep him for himself, and Caleb hoped Fjord would lean towards that 
tendency. One Alpha was better than an endless line of people. 


“Yes, please Alpha, I want...” Caleb breathed, trying to sound desperate and needy. 
Verdammt, but this would be so much easier if it were closer to his heat. Then at least Fjord’s 
scent of arousal would influence his own body to respond in kind. Would make him more wet 
and open once Fjord got to it, would ease the pain quicker. That, however, was still weeks 
away and Caleb had little choice but to pretend. 


And so he did. 


Caleb writhed, whimpered and moaned as Fjord kissed him. He submitted, bared his neck 
and keened as Fjord sucked a dark bruise next to the bond mark. This would work, it would 
be okay. He could deal with one Alpha, could suffer working his way up to taking both Fjord 
and Molly both, should it be necessary. He could smell the Tiefling’s scent here, stale sex 
lingering on the sheets no older than perhaps a day. So he knew the two were intimate with 
each other at least. 


He would serve them both if needed. Anything to keep from being put in a bed to make coin 
with patron after patron while the Nien were out on business for the King. Anything to keep 
from being tied down and fucked, over and over and over and- 


“It’s okay, hey. I’m sorry, it’s okay.” Fjord was speaking to him, hands no longer exploring 
but now only holding Caleb close to his chest, gentle fingers threading through his hair. “T’Il 
stop, you don’t have to do anything, it’s okay. I’m sorry, I'll stop. I'll stop.” 


No. He was ruining it. Caleb was ruining it. He was so close to being safe, to not being left 
there, and he was ruining it. 


Caleb whined, wriggling around in Fjord’s grasp until he was out from under him, could 
press his lips against the Alpha, one hand slipping lower to take- 


Caleb barely had time to blink before he was on his back again, hands pinned above him and 
avery angry growl rumbling through teeth at his throat. He went limp, mind blanking at the 
pure display of Alpha dominance above him. Thought came back piece by piece as Fjord 
drew back, Caleb clearly understanding he’d crossed some line. 


He turned his head to the side and the growl turned into a smooth purr, the Alpha pleased by 
his submission. Caleb spread his legs, still hopeful that he could fix this, that Fjord would 
take him and keep him. He quickly stopped, the purr turning into an angry growl again, 


closing his knees back to where they had been before. Just like that Fjord was back to being 
pleased, growl shifting instantly back to a purr. 


And Caleb understood. It wasn’t his place to decide. Fjord had said no, Caleb wasn’t to push 
the issue. It was worrying, meant he had only Beau’s assurance that he would not be left, had 
only the option of making himself useful enough they would not want to leave him. He dare 
not push Fjord further along this path, was shocked he was not bleeding for the offense 
already. 


“If I let you up, are you going to try that again?” Fjord asked after a few moments of 
stillness, tone not near as angry as Caleb would have thought. Not angry at all, actually, and 
that made no sense. 

“T won’t do it again.” Caleb promised thinly, part of him still waiting for the Alpha’s hands to 
start hurting him. 


He didn’t though. Instead, the Alpha rolled off of him, rising lightly to his feet and standing 
beside the bed. Caleb cautiously sat up, curling one leg in front of himself as he waited for... 
something. A verdict, orders, admonishments. Fjord was displeased. But not angry, and Caleb 
had little idea what the outcome of that would be. 


“First, that’s not okay. Don’t-“ Fjord stopped and sighed. “I don’t expect that of you. None of 
us do. Even Molly, the flirtatious bastard that he is.” 


Caleb’s brow furrowed in confusion. What? That made no sense. Clearly Fjord desired him, 
Molly as well though he had less obvious proof than what stood in front of him now. 
Unbidden, his eyes flickered downward, Fjord huffing with embarrassment and sitting on the 
bed to grab a pillow and cover the tented proof. 


“Yes, obviously you’re a sexy bastard too, but that doesn’t change anything. When you want 
it to stop, it stops.” Fjord huffed, resisting the urge to mock glare at Caleb as he might have 
done at Molly. The Omega’s pointed look was almost as sassy as the Tiefling might have 
given him. He continued hurriedly, not wanting to leave any openings for Caleb to try again. 
Even if the mage had just promised he would not. “Clearly, you weren’t into it, which I 
should have realized sooner, for that I am deeply sorry.” 


Again Caleb was left bewildered, the mage hesitating but eventually speaking. “I... do not 
understand, Alpha. I am yours, I will not resist, I promise. I can... I can be good. I can want 
it. I will be, ah... into it.” 


Fjord looked up at the ceiling, sending a quick prayer to the Wildmother. There were so many 
issues in that one statement, Fjord wasn’t entirely sure how to address them. He scooted to sit 
against the headboard of his bed, keeping the pillow covering himself because...Caleb really 
had been a sexy little bastard and he wasn’t quite, ah... over that yet. 


Once settled, Fjord held out an arm, beckoning Caleb over. The mage crawled closer quickly, 
eyes downcast submissively, and Fjord opted to let him cuddle into this side. Much as would 
rather, very very much rather, to have the Omega curled in his lap as close as possible, his 
current predicament wasn’t making that an option. As disturbing as it was to hear it had all 
been acting... dear gods, the sounds Caleb had been making... 


“Look. We don’t need you to do that. Or want you to, because that’s not good for anyone in 
the long run.” Fjord explained, feeling very awkward about this whole thing. “Admittedly, 
Molly and I... we are both... interested. But never without your consent.” 


“T want it, Alpha. I consent, please?” Caleb breathed out instantly, shifting to press his lips to 
the Alpha’s neck as he gave a pleading whine. Gods, it sounded so real, but the lingering 
scent of fear gave him away. Fjord automatically grabbed at Caleb, fingers twining in the 
Omega’s hair and tugging him back before Caleb could really try to start anything again. 
Fjord loosened his grip quickly, petting the wizard’s hair to sooth any discomfort. 


Fjord shook his head, grimacing. ““What’s this about? Why are you trying so hard to do 
something you don’t want to do?” 


“T can be good...” Caleb whispered, voice thin and frightened. 


Fjord pulled him closer, scenting him gently by brushing his cheek to the top of Caleb’s head. 
An apology for the underhanded tactic he was about to use. “Then be good and tell me why 
you’re scared.” 


And of course, Caleb obeyed. Albeit reluctantly. 
“T...am afraid of- of being- of working at- at the b-brothel, while... p-please, I c-can’t...” 


Fjord tilted his head back, thunking it against the headboard. Fuck. That had never even been 
a thought, hadn’t even crossed his mind that Caleb would think it a possibility. Even were 
they to be the type, Marrion would never... 


Honestly, she would probably take Caleb and spirit him away somewhere safe, never to be 
bothered by them again. 


One thing was for certain, his stiff problem was now completely gone. He swept the 
shivering Omega up into his arms, curling protectively around him. It was very hard to keep a 
lid on the protective growl, a frustrated anger building in his chest at the thought that Caleb 
had been made to do that before. Guild that they’d let him think they would force him into 
that too. 


“You will never be made to do that.” Fjord promised vehemently. “I'll gut anyone who tries.” 


mre 


Molly was not expecting to wander into Fjords room only to find the warlock wrapped 
around Caleb on the bed. Nor was he expecting the downright feral snarl from his partner as 
he drew closer. 


After Fjord had left, and once the moon had risen, Molly had spent some time doing 
something he often neglected. His chosen Diety was the Moonweaver, who he liked because 
she asked nothing of him and her interests were right up his alley. Most nights he thought of 
her in passing when the moon was visible, but he generally tried to give her some actual 
worship when the moon was at his fullest. 


It was a calming practice, a way to take a moment and just reflect, which he didn't often do 
but appreciated it as worthwhile. Especially since Cad had joined them. 


Coming from such an activity, Molly was calm enough not to react in kind to Fjord's warning 
snarl. He stopped, going still and taking deep breaths to try and figure out just what the hell 
was going on. The two weren't knotted together, there was no smell of sex, so that wasn't the 
issue. Not that he thought Fjord would go that far with Caleb. Impulsiveness was more 
Molly's thing and even he knew Caleb wasn't in any condition to be getting that intimate. The 
Omega was scared to get anywhere near them half the time much less... 


"Fjord." Molly said softly, carefully, as he took a slow step forward. "May I see Caleb?" 


Fjord's growl tapered off, the half orc pausing for a moment and breathing in Molly's scent 
before unfurling slightly from around the Omega. Molly rewarded him with a smile, turning 
his attention to Caleb. "You okay?" 


Caleb nodded and Molly smiled wryly. "You promise? Because I'll have to kick his ass if 
there's even a scratch on you." 


Caleb hesitated, thinking, and Molly wasn't sure whether that was good or bad. Good because 
it wasn't blind obedience, bad because he could be lying with his answer. 


"I wouldn't hurt him, Molly." Fjord answered first, voice laced with pain. 


"I know." Molly assured, moving closer and curling up next to them both. "I just get a little 
concerned when I walk into my mate's room only to be snarled at for no reason." 


"I would never hurt you either." Fjord whispered, looking away. 


Molly paused, heart twisting for Fjord. The warlock was not, it seemed, having a very good 
evening. He leaned up, giving a gentle kiss to Fjord's jaw. "I know." 


Molly tilted his head to bare his neck, action speaking louder than any assurance he could 
give. Fjord, underneath all the words and bluster he put on, was highly instinctual, would 
read the trust Molly had in him. 


Fjord sighed, carefully pulling away from Caleb but not quite letting him go. Molly leaned 
forward to cup the mage's face in his palm, checking him over. He trusted Fjord, truly, but 
couldn't help but see for himself. And it was an excuse to look at and touch Caleb, reassure 
the Omega, because he could scent the fear on him all too clearly. 


There were no bruises, no injuries, his lips a little reddened in a suspiciously familiar way 
that made Molly jealous of the both of them. Having fun without him? Not that the current air 
of the room lent itself to that, so it seemed the fun was over. 


"Not that I mind," Molly began once assured Caleb was unhurt and relatively less fearful, 
shifting to stretch almost sprawled in front of the two of them. He took Caleb's hand, fingers 
tracing softly along the mage's palm and wrist. "But what brings you to Fjords room so late? 
Usually it's me crawling in his bed all hours of the night." 


Caleb struggled to keep still, to not pull his hand back and out of Molly's grasp. He could too 
easily imagine the sharp pain of those claws slowly cutting through skin, blood welling up 
and sliding a hot trail down his wrist. The Alpha's touch was a light warning, and Caleb was 
quick to provide an answer. He would not dare test Molly's patience again today. 


"For use, for you. I'm yours." Caleb whispered, tilting his head to both surrender to Molly 
and nuzzle softly at Fjord's throat. 


He was more or less disobeying Fjord, but if it guaranteed he stayed with them it was worth 
the risk. Would be worth the pain of unprepareness to take them both. They were a pair, he 
understood that now. Whatever Beau and Fjord's promises, none of them had any real reason 
to not leave him at the Chatteau. Fjord may not order him to be of use in such a way there, 
but that did not make it safe. Claims were not always honored, so he had been told. A lone 
Omega was free game for the taking. 


Molly's claws went still over his wrist, blood red eyes blazing a slow trail up to his face. 
"Come again?" 


"I'll be good. I will, ah... consent? I will be good, I promise. I am yours, Alpha." Caleb held 
his breath, waiting, unsure whether to hope they would use and keep him or reject him again. 


"Fjord...?" Molly asked, tone soft and icy, and Caleb shuddered. The Alpha's claws still 
rested on his wrist, light pressure against his skin. Molly ran the pad of his thumb over 
Caleb's wrist, tail lashing behind him. 


Caleb was unsure how to interpret the motion; eagerness, anger, excitement? He knew so 
little of them, he had no way to judge. 


"The Lavish Chatteau." Fjord stated evenly, a hint of a growl to his words. Likely angry of 
his Omega's disobedience, though his scent still only held the edges of frustration. "He 
doesn't want to stay there." 


"Ah." Molly intoned, tail still flicking restlessly on the bed, though his fingers resumed their 
gentle petting of Caleb's hand. "Then you won't." 


Caleb looked over at him, surprise overriding the fear for a moment. Molly's eyes met his, the 
Alpha's lips twitching in a soft smile before Caleb remembered to look away. 


Caleb closed his eyes, bracing himself as Molly reached for him, but the Tiefling only tugged 
lightly at his hair to get his attention, purring softly when their eyes met again. It was almost 
like a reward, but that couldn't be right. For starters Caleb was doing something wrong by 
meeting the Alpha's gaze at all, and secondly... he'd never done anything worth rewarding in 
his life. Alpha's always found something wrong with his performance. 


"You don't have to stay there," Molly repeated, adding softly. "But it's definitely safer than 
playing pirate with us." 


Behind him, Fjord yawned, speaking quietly after. "Maybe you can show us some of your 
magic tomorrow, put all our minds at ease about you coming with us." Fjord suggested. 


Molly hummed agreement, purr continuing even as Caleb lost his nerve and had to look away 
from the Tiefling. Show them his magic as a way to secure his place with them. That was 
much preferable to his current situation, and he nodded in quick agreement to the offer. 


"Do you want one of us to walk you back to your room?" Molly asked lightly. 


Caleb leaning into Molly's palm, keeping his eyes averted subissively. It sounded as if Molly 
wanted to do so, and despite his nervousness and anxiety Caleb nodded again. "If you wish, 
Alpha." 


Fjord shook his head when Molly looked up at him, shifting and helping the Omega to his 
feet while Molly rolled gracefully upright. "You go on, I need a minute anyway." 


Molly held out his hand, Caleb placing his own in the Tielfings grasp after a moments 
hesitation. Molly didn't seem to mind the delay, simply turned and led the way out of Fjord's 
room. It was a relief to Caleb, seeing he had chosen correctly. Molly's hands did not hurt, his 
tail no longer moving in that angry agitated way. 


The journey was quick and silent, though Caleb's anxiety spiked sharply as Molly entered his 
assigned room before him. He waited nervously as Molly released his hand, trying very hard 
not to look as his nest of blankets, wondering if he might soon lose them as punishment for 
his disobediences. 


Molly tilted his head after a moment of stillness, brow furrowing. "What's wrong?" 


Caleb glanced up to meet Molly's eyes, because impossibly this Alpha appeared to like that. 
A new fear crept in at the Tieflings expecting gaze, Caleb wondering if perhaps Molly did in 
fact wish to use him despite Fjords claims. "Did... you w-want me... w-where do you.." 


Caleb trailed off as Molly frowned, the Alpha looking over to the bed, then Caleb, gaze 
shifting about the room before understanding lit his expression. He shook his head, taking a 
step back. "No, love. I didnt walk you here to get you alone. Just get some rest, take as long 
as you want in the morning. When you feel up to it, maybe show us some of your spells, 
okay?" 


Again the Tiefling's words made no sense. An affectionate pet name for all the Alpha had no 
intentions of using him, permission to rest as long as he wished, and permission to use magic 
on the morrow. 


"Thank you, Alpha." Caleb said nervously, unsure what else to do. 


Molly gave a slight nod, but still waited. Making sure he obeyed, Caleb guessed. He had his 
orders, go rest, and he'd shown himself disobedient enough that it made sense Molly would 
want to make sure he did as told. Caleb made his way into the midst of his blankets, 
awkwardly shifting them for a moment to set them right. 


He was well aware of the Alpha still in the room, tried to hurry his way to getting settled. It 
wasn't quite perfect when he lay down, but he would not test Molly's patience further. When 


Caleb looked over at him, Molly was leaning slightly against the doorframe, a soft expression 
on his face. 


"Goodnight Caleb." Molly said, taking another second before backing out of the room and 
closing the door. 


Rash Actions and Pack Instinct 


Chapter Notes 


Pure self indulgence here guys. That's all this fic is. Self indulgence with a side order of 
plot. 


Molly left Caleb's room and headed straight to Yasha's. Fjord might be a little disappointed, 
but Molly didn't actually care right now. He'd make it up to him later. Right now, he was 
pissed. He was beyond angry, was fucking furious. Those thrice damned fuckers... they had 
gotten a day and a half head start and Molly was feeling like taking a little road trip. 


He knocked on Yasha's door lightly, poking his head in when silence greeted him. Empty 
darkness was all he found and he curse in annoyance. Of all nights... but he couldn't blame 
her. Any other night and he'd have thought it strange to find her alone in her room. 


He stalked down the hall to Beauregards room, giving a short rap on the door before pushing 
it open. Beau and Yasha were curled together on the bed, the monk craning her neck to look 
at him as he opened the door. "Fuck off Molly, I'm not in the mood." 


Molly snorted, leaning against the doorframe and crossing his arm. "Neither am I, but I'm 
actually here to ask if Yasha wants to help me out with a little project." 


"Project?" Yasha asked, tone slow with sleep. 


Molly felt a little bad for waking her, Beau grumbling in complaint as Yasha sat up. "Yeah. 
My next stop is Veth. I was hoping Beau could run interference with Fjord while we're gone. 
Shouldn't be more than a couple days. If we're quick." 


"Why am I not invited?" Beau complained, quickly catching on to what exactly Molly had in 
mind. 


"You're noticeable." Molly replied, waiting patiently as Yasha gathered her things. "And 
unfortunately they can't all disappear. Politics and all that." 


"And you're not noticeable?" Beau huffed defensively. 


"Hate to tell you this Beauregard, but unlike me you have a particular fighting style, which 
they will definitely recognize." Molly replied easily. 


He wasn't opposed to her coming along, she'd let him do as he wished with those bastards 
just as much as Yasha and Veth. Or any of them besides maybe the clerics... and Fjord 
because he was so fucking reasonable. Normally a good thing, someone had to be level 


headed after all, but Molly didn't want that right now. He wanted someone out for blood with 
him. 


If they were going to do this, and after tonight Molly wasn't about to let them off without any 
consequences, they needed to be stealthy. He wouldn't risk the pack, even over this. Veth 
could disguise herself and Molly would figure something out. Yasha was backup in case 
things went to shit. They'd figure out the details on the way. 


Beau threw him a very rude gesture, but didn't argue. She didn't agree either, but Molly didn't 
care so long as she wasn't actively trying to stop him. 


Yasha kept pace beside him as he led the way across the house to Veth's room. He slowed as 
they drew closer, trying to be quiet to not wake the kid. Thankfully, it seemed the halfling 
parents were still awake, soft clinking and bubbling noises emminating from the lab at the far 
end of the hall. Molly waited until neither Yezza nor Veth were holding anything breakable, 
then knocked a quick rap against the door frame to get their attention. 


"Oh!" Yezza blinked at the two of them, eyes owlish and enlarged due to the glasses on his 
nose. He took them off, tucking them into a pocket. "Were we disturbing you? I know it's 
late, but we're working on this-" 


Veth stepped up beside him, a fond smile on her face. "Their rooms are on the opposite side 
of the house." 


"Oh, oh... yes. What brings you here this late then?" Yezza asked. 


"I was hoping you wouldn't mind Veth going on a little outing, shouldn't take more than a 
couple days." Molly said innocently. 


"A couple of days to do what?" Veth asked, eyes narrowing suspiciously. 


"Mostly to make myself feel better, but a little bit to teach some bastards why it's not a good 
idea to be complete abusive dicks." Molly growled, tail lashing behind him. It was all too 
easy to get all worked up again, anger rolling in his chest. 


"Molly, I understand, but is that really-" 


"He was trying very hard to convince us to NOT to prostitute him out." Molly snarled. He 
had no intentions of being talked out of this. "Because we mentioned leaving him at the 
Chatteau, and that place is what it is, and he was terrified enough of that he was trying to get 
us to... gods, to fucking rape him so we'd want to keep him." 


Molly let out a wordless snarl, turning and pacing a few steps, trying to regain some 
semblance of control. He only stopped when Veth moved infront of him, looking up at him 


with a fierce rage of her own. 


"I'll get my crossbow." 


mee 


Oh, Fjord was going to KILL Molly. 


He hadn't been suspicious when the Tielfing hadnt returned last night, a little preoccupied 
with his own guilt and fury. He hadn't gotten much sleep, but when he did and woke to Molly 
still being gone, he'd started to worry. A thorough search of the house came up with nothing, 
and Fjord even poked his head in Caleb's room (which was very difficult to leave because the 
Omega had been covered in blankets reading his spell books and looked fucking adorable). 


About the time he realized Yasha and Veth were also missing, Fjord stopped being worried 
and started being pissed. Molly was such an impulsive idiot! Yes, Fjord was just as upset 
about the whole consent issue last night, but killing a handful of assholes wasn't going to fix 
the problem. 


Or make Caleb feel any better because, in all likelihood, the kings messengers hadn't even 
been the worst to happen to the Omega. A weeks travel didn't put that into a person. Molly 
knew this and was still going to be an idiot and put them ALL at risk. 


Fjord sought out Yezza first. Between him and Beau it was no contest who it would be easier 
to get answers from. And Fjord needed them quick, it was already well past noon. Molly was 
way ahead of them, likely had traveled through the night, and wouldn't be stopping until the 
sun was down again. 


Despite the frustration and anger, Fjord kept an lid on it as he entered Yezza's lab. Luc was 
there 'helping' and Fjord wasn't going to drag him into it. 


"Fjord!!" Luc cheered the instant he noticed the warlock, the boy dashing over with bottle in 
hand. 


Yezza made a short movement, letting out a noise of concern, but Luc was already safely 
across the room with vial intact. Yezza sighed, following after his son. "Luc, how many times 
have I told you not to run with potions in your hands. We have to be careful." 


Luc looked back at him, then down at his hands as if he'd forgotten he held it in the first 
place. "Sorry..." 


"That's okay, just remember next time." 
Fjord smiled at Luc, crouching down to meet his eyes. "What do you have there?" 
Luc lit up again, excitement returning. "A new dye for Jester! Dad helped me make it!" 


"Thats very kind of you, I'm sure she will love it. In fact, why don't you go find her? And if 
you see Beau and Caducues, could you tell them to meet me out in the courtyard?" Fjord 
suggested, reaching to give Luc's hair a little ruffle. 


Luc nodded eagerly, turning to set off. 


"Walk, Luc." Yezza told him sternly, the child pausing and nodding before exaggeratedly 
walking with large steps out of the room. 


Fjord waits until the slow footsteps had faded in the distance, straightening and crossing his 
arms as he looked at Yezza. 


The halfling coughed awkwardly, fidgeting with the apron he had on. "Ah, uh, I... guess you 
want to know...." 


"Where Veth is, yes. More over, how long they've been gone. And why no one thought to 
warn someone." Fjord growled, doing his best to keep reign in his frustration. 


"Molly made some compelling arguments, and you know how Veth is." Yezza explained 
nervously, inching away slightly. 


Fjord suppressed a growl, reaching up to rub his forhead as he asked tersly. "How long have 
they been gone?" 


"Ah, let's see, I'm not sure... Veth and I were distilling some ingredients, we were working on 
making potions more potent and-" 


"Yezza..." Fjord interrupted, growling a warning. 


"Right, right, sorry. Uh, it... probably an hour or so before midnight was when Molly showed 
up." Yezza answered quickly. 


Fjord nodded, already turning away. That put them about twelve hours ahead. More in all 
honesty. They could catch up in half that with Jesters help, but it would mean only some of 
them could give chase. And it wasn't going to be easy convincing Molly to let this go. 


Fjord made his way through the house, headed to the front courtyard. Luc was good about 
running messages, he liked giving news, so Fjord was certain Beau and Cad would show up 
there. Jester too, because she hated being left out. Fjord stopped by Caleb's room again, 
finding the mage further along in his magic book and still covered in blankets. 


The Omega closed his book and hurried to get out of bed when Fjord opened the door further 
this time, eyes flicking nervously toward the lone trunk. Fjord didn't enter the room, regretted 
having to disturb him at all. But he wouldn't leave him out of the discussion, Caleb was pack 

and deserved to know what was going on. "Could you come with me?" 


Caleb immediately nodded, moving to set his book aside and Fjord added quickly. "Bring 
your stuff too, please." 


Unease flickered across the mage's face, but he picked up the book again, hurried around to 
the other side of the bed to grab a bundle of leather straps, his other book, and the 
components bag. Fjord watched with curiosity as Caleb unraveled the leather and shrugged it 
over his shoulders, the two tomes slotting into it at his sides. The wizard picked up his coat 
and threw it on too, all in the brief moments it took to walk back across the room to Fjord. 


It was almost worth Molly being a complete idiot to be able to witness that. Fjord just wanted 
to kiss this man, to taste him, because damn that was... 


An inappropriate thought, Caleb certainly didn't want any kind of part in any of that, and 
Fjord felt like a bastard for wanting it at all knowing what he did. 


Fjord led the way to the courtyard and was thrilled to see that Luc, bless him, had succeeded 
in getting all the others to show up. The boy wasn't there, likely had gone back to Yezza, so 
Fjord got straight to the point. 


"Jester, will you message Molly and tell him to stop being an idiot and get his ass back here?" 


Jester lifted her eyebrows, tilting her head and shrugging. "O-kay, if you're really sure, not 
like I wanted to know what's going or anything." 


"Molly's pissed on Caleb's behalf and is being himself." Beau explained shortly, eyes trained 
solely on Fjord. "Yasha went with him, I'm guessing he convinced Veth?" 


"Easily." Fjord growled, both irritated at the monks challenging stare and grateful at least one 
of them would keep control. He wasn't exactly being completely rational right now, but he 
knew no matter what happened Beau wouldn't be swept up in her instincts. 


"Oh." Jester said blankly, looking between them. "Why are we stopping him?" 


"Because Dwendal doesn't suffer challenges to his authority, real or perceived, because 
staying in his good graced is always a tenuous thing, because those assholes need to make it 
back to tell Dwendal we've both accepted his gift and his assignment." Fjord listed off, voice 
becoming more and more frustrated. He paused, breathing out a slow breath as he got himself 
under control. 


Beau might not lose herself to instinct, but she'd deck him and start a fight if he snapped at 
Jester. "So, please. Please message Molly and ask him to leave this alone." 


"Okay, Fjord." Jester agreed sweetly, and if Fjord had been less distracted he'd make a note to 
be on the lookout for a revenge prank later. Jester took a moment, waiting for Fjord to keep 
count of her words before realize he wasn't at all in the right frame of mind for that, then cast 
the spell. 


"Hey Molly, it's Jester. Fjord asks that you pretty please come back and don't murder anyone 
because he's worried the king won't like it." 


Beau nodded, looking impressed, and Jester grinned cheekily. Her cheer didn't last long, the 
expression sliding into a sulky annoyance. 


"He says he can't hear me..." Jester huffed, crossing her arms as she scowled. 


Fjord growled, rubbing his forhead as he thought how best to proceed. Molly obviously 
wasn't coming back willingly, but he couldn't just let him go on with this foolhardy plan. 
Even if none of them ended up hurt or worse, it wouldn't end well for them if the kings 
people didn't make it back. 


"Fine, Jester can..." Fjord paused, looking at Caleb as a thought occurred to him. He felt bad 
seeing Caleb flinch when he looked his way, but pressed on anyway. "Caleb. You wouldn't 


happen to know how to change your form? Say, into something that flies?" 
"I... can use the polymorph spell, Alpha." Caleb replied timidly. 


"Jester, you okay to carry Beau and me?" Fjord asked, turning back to Caleb as she nodded. 
"Think you can carry Caduceus?" 


Caleb tilted his head, the adorable confusion derailing Fjords frustration, a much calmer 
feeling of affection taking its place. Calebs gaze flickered between Fjord and the cleric, then 
settled back to the floor as he nodded. "Y-yes, Alpha." 


Fjord couldn't help the short purr of approval, couldn't stop himself reaching out to brush his 
hand soothingly down the Omega's arm. It was obvious to see Caleb expected to have to 
carry Fjord, and perhaps had thought Beau would be atop him as well. Except there was no 
way in hell Fjord would put him through that after having heard Caleb's fears last night. 


Caduceus was a neutral party, and the least threatening of their pack despite his size. Jester 
could carry him and Beau, Caleb could carry the non threatening Caducues. As a bonus, 
should anything happen, the cleric would be right on hand to heal the mage if he got hurt. 


"Come on." Fjord said, as much to himself as the rest of them. "Let's go stop them from 
doing anything reckless." 


my 


Molly had expected Jesters message, though was pleasantly surprised by how late in the day 
it had come. Even if Jester flew some of them out here, it would take until near nightfall for 
them to show up. Plenty of time to come up with a convincing argument. Fjord would 
probably be the one coming after them, hopefully the only one. He couldn't imagine Fjord 
leaving Caleb with only Caduceus or only Beau. The chances of anyone attacking their home 
was basically none, but Caleb was both new and Omega. Molly wouldn't leave him with with 
so few defenses anymore than Fjord would. 


The Tiefling did not consider, however, the most obvious alternative. 


It was getting late in the day when the others caught up to him. Molly tensed as a large 
shadow breezed by, then another, the two circling back around seconds later. His hand drifted 
to his blade as he looked up, Yasha and Veth drawing weapons too. 


"Oh, for fucks sake..." Molly growled, recognizing the large blue falcon swooping down as 
Jesters transformed self. Only she would make a bird blue. The other he could only assume 
was Caleb. Of course he would know how to polymorph, that was just Molly's luck. 


The instant the birds landed Fjord was leaping from Jesters back, striding toward Molly 
angrily. "What the hell Molly?!" 


Beau was a step behind the half orc and Molly glared at her accusingly. She didn't look very 
repentant at all, circled around and put herself between him and where Caducues was slowly 
climbing down from the large brown eagle. 


"Did you really think I'd just let that go, let those bastards just waltz away?" Molly countered, 
focus returning to Fjord as he growled and strode forward to meet the warlock. He wasn't 
backing down over this, no fucking way. 


Caducues stayed beside Caleb, putting a hand in the bird's large wing and petting the feathers 
soothingly. He knew Caleb would be frightened by the two Alpha's fighting, even in his 
polymorphed form. When Caleb made an anxious chortle, Caduceus reached up to guide the 
birds head to him, speaking low soothing tones as he blocked Caleb's line of sight to Molly 
and Fjord. Animals he could deal with, people too, but something about animals made things 
easier. While he knew it was Caleb, the mage was currently a giant bird too, and that made it 
a little easier to sooth him and keep him calm. 


Jester was hoping from foot to foot across the way, still a falcon, and based on how she kept 
cocking her head to look at Caleb, she hadn't turned back just to keep him from doing the 
same. Caduceus appreciated it, knew that however scared Caleb was now, him being human 
again would only magnify that fear. 


"They won't actually hurt each other." Caduceus explained in a low soothing tone, brushing 
his fingers along the beak and across Caleb's head. He repeated the motion, keeping his tone 
soft and even. "We'll just let Fjord deal with it. No one will get hurt. Not you. Not Molly. 
Everything will be fine. Nobody will be hurt." 


Caduceus kept an eye on the argument as he spoke, repeating the assurance continously, 
hoping the two weren't about to prove him wrong. Fjord didn't physically fight any of them, 
not if he could help it. Too many old wounds, a fear there, and it was why he let Yasha be the 
one most often to talk with Beau when the monk needed to get things off her chest. 


Molly wasn't backing down though, and Caducues was most concerned about him. He would 
push and push, and Caducues worried he might succeed pushing Fjord too far. Even the 
smallest physical fight would be too much, too violent for the Omega. He was so afraid right 
now, even with the bird form as a buffer. 


Caleb flinched everytime his name was spoken, burying his head further against Caduceus's 
chest. He shivered continously, shrinking down as much as his large avian form would allow 
as Fjord and Molly shouted at each other. Caduceus didn't often get frustrated, even more rare 
were instances of his anger, yet these two tested his patience and he was glad Caleb could not 
scent that on him right now. He was going to need to intervene before someone lost their 
patience. 


"Yasha." Caduceus called out to the Aasimar, her attention turning to him as she began 
walking over. "Could you-" 


Caduceus cut of, lifting his hands back in surprise as Caleb let out a short squawk and 
suddenly shrank in size. Feathers gave way to flesh and cloth, the Omega stumbling back 
with wide terrified eyes. He tripped over a tuft of grass, falling on his back and scrambling 
another foot away as his gaze flickered between Yasha and Caduceus. "I'm sorry, please, I.. 
what did I.... I'm sorry." 


That was one way to stop the arguing, Caducues though wryly. 


Both Molly and Fjord's attentions had snapped over to the Omega the instant he began 
speaking, their own argument forgotten. Of course Caleb noticed the sudden silence, near 
hyperventilating when he looked over to see them now walking towards him. 


Beau put herself in Fjord and Molly's path, going tense as the both of them let out low 
growls, too caught up in their own instincts to really rationalize what they were doing. Yasha 
was beside Beau in the next breath, glaring at Molly and Fjord, and Caduceus was beginning 
to think this might actually end in a fight and there wasn't much he could do to stop it. In fact 
the one best suited to stop it was Caleb, and he shouldn't be burdened with that. He barely 
knew them, was terrified of them all, was part of the reason the Alpha's were at each other's 
throats now. They wouldn't harm the Omega, but Caleb didn't know that and... honestly, his 
fear might make things worse. 


"If you don't get out of my way-" Molly growled, stepping forward toward Beau. 
The monk didn't move except to adjust her stance. "Back the hell off, Molly." 


Yeah, this was devolving too quickly. And it was a prime example of why you couldn't just 
force a pack together. It threw everyone out of balance when the choice wasn't willingly 
made, no matter how much each of them individually liked the new addition. It was too much 
too quick. 


Caduceus moved over to Caleb, crouching down and carefully pulling the mage to his feet. 
"I'm sorry to have to ask, but could you try and get them to calm down? They won't hurt you, 
I promise. They're actually trying to protect you, beleive it or not." 


Caduceus felt a slight tug, the Wildmothers warning, and he stepped away from Caleb as 
Fjord was very suddenly there. Caduceus held up his hands, looking away and backing away 
further, leaving it up to Caleb now. 


Caleb had never been so certain he was going to die. And in the event Fjord remembered he 
wasn't supposed to kill the gift the king had given him, Caleb was assuredly going to be 
wishing he was dead. His mind was a blank white screaming static of terror as Fjord turned 
away from the Firbolg to look at him, pupils so wide his eyes were almost black. Caduceus 
wanted him to calm the Alpha's which, as far as betrayal went it was pretty cutting 
considering the cleric had been promising non stop that he wasn't about to be hurt. And as far 
as Caleb was aware, calming an enraged Alpha boiled down to just being an outlet, and that 
definitely hurt. 


Caleb looked away as Fjord reached out to grab him, baring his neck to clearly show the 
bond mark, keening a low submission. Fjord liked it easy, he liked it easy, Caleb repeated to 
himself, praying that it might be that easy. 


He didn't realize he was crying until Fjords hand brushed away the wetness on his cheek, the 
soft warmth of the Alpha's breath on his neck drawing a sob out of his throat. "Bitte..." 


"It's okay, I'm sorry. I won't hurt you, I'm sorry." Fjord muttered slowly. 


"Please, please..." Caleb begged, tapering off into silence as Fjord shushed him gently. 


"You're good, it's okay. I'm sorry." Fjord repeated, wiping Caleb's cheek again. He glanced 
over at a angry snarl, pausing to see Molly being pinned by both Yasha and Beau. Both 
women looked in control of themselves, better than could have been said of Fjord just 
moments ago or Molly now. 


Fjord brushed Caleb's cheek again, leaning down to carefully kiss the Omega's neck, on the 
darkened skin just above the bond mark. "I'm sorry. Won't hurt you, and I'm sorry. Molly 
won't either, and I hate to ask, but will you go calm him too?" 


Caleb threw a wide eyed look at the three Alpha's, then looked back at Fjord pleadingly. 
"Alpha, please. I'm sorry, please." 


"I know, it's my fault, I'm sorry. They won't hurt you." Fjord assured again, leading him over 
a few steps towards the other three. 


Caleb followed, shivering and trembling the entire way. He kept moving when Fjord stopped, 
legs feeling numb and wobbly. He didn't want to do this, very much did not want to do this. 
But this was what he was for, to balance out the Nein, to be an outlet for their anger and 
chaos. 


Caleb fell to his knees in front of the three Alpha's, bending his head and waiting for one of 
them to make the first move. He wasn't sure if he were doing this correctly, had been given 

little direction other than to calm Molly. But he didn't know how to do that, had never been 

told to calm three angry Alpha's before. So he followed his instinct, submitted and hoped it 

was the corrected choice. 


Beau glanced at Yasha for directions, adjusting herself to hold Molly more securely as Yasha 
reached one hand to touch to side of Caleb's throat softly. She traded off with Beau for the 
monk to mirror the action, and Caleb breathed out another sob as he realized Molly would be 
next. Molly who was no longer snarling with rage, but was waiting in silent fury. 


He expected Molly to lunge for him, expected violence and anger. Yet when the other two 
gave each other a nod and released the Tiefling, Molly very slowly and calmly stood up, 
dusted himself off, and walked the two feet forward to Caleb. 


Molly knelt down infront of Caleb, curling around him and rumbling out a low growl. "Did 
they touch you? Those bastards that brought you to us did they touch you... fuck, did they... 
use you?" 


Caleb shook his head, shivering but not struggling against Molly's hold. He didn't understand 
why Molly asked, didn't know what answer Molly wanted, so he spoke the truth. "They knew 
I was for you. For the Nein Pack." 


"Tell me yes or no, Caleb." Molly insisted, words coming out strangled. 


Caleb curled closer to the Tiefling, no less terrified of him but just as terrified of the answer, 
of going against his training. But he had his orders. When he answered it was almost a 
whisper. "No, Alpha." 


Molly didn't know whether to beleive him or not, but for the sake of not restarting a fight, he 
let it go. So long as those bastards hadn't forced themselves on the Omega, he'd let them live. 
He sighed, standing to his feet and pulling Caleb up with him. "Okay. Thank you." 


The Tiefling glancing over at Fjord, around at the others waiting tensed, and headed toward 
Fjord. Jester and Veth took his place beside the wizard, both speaking soft assurances that 
Molly ignored in favor if paying attention to Fjord. "I wouldn't have risked any of you, we 
would have been careful." 


"Careful doesn't cut it when it comes to a paranoid king." Fjord replied, tone just as even as 
Molly's. 


"I get it, I wasn't exactly thinking things through." Molly admitted, dropping his gaze. "I 
just..." 


Fjord understood. He got it, felt much the same, but was too aware of the potential 
consequences to acting rashly. He had little intention of just letting it slide either. He'd never 
paid attention before, to how some people were treated in the Empire, but he couldn't turn a 
blind eye now. Wouldn't. 


Fjord moved forward and wrapped his arms around Molly, pulling him in for a hug and 
muttering a low assurance. "We'll hunt them all down one day." 


Calm Emotions 


Caduceus let out a slow relieved breath. 


He would have to thank Caleb later. The man hadn't even been trying, had really only been 
acting on instinct, but Caleb had still managed to calm all the Alpha's. Omega's really were 
something unique. 


It probably helped that they all liked him, that Molly and Fjord really had been trying to 
protect him. Yasha had been trying to protect Beau, once those two had started up, and Beau 
had just been trying to help in general. 


Caduceus knew this likely wouldn't be the last time this happened, but the more time that 
passed the less likely it would become, until it didn't happen at all. They'd adjust to Caleb 
being part of the pack, he would become less afraid, and things wouldn't get so wildly out of 
control due to run away instincts anymore. Not in a way they'd hurt each other, anyway. 


He was glad Molly and Fjord had made up, glad the situation had been calmed, but he was a 
little frustrated it had gotten so far in the first place. It could have ended worse than it did, but 
he still wouldn't call it a good ending. They all needed to have a discussion, if nothing else 
than to sort out their own selves. Reassure Caleb too, but Caduceus wasn't too optimistic 
about the Omega believing them. Certainly the assurances he, Jester, and Veth had made last 
night didn't seem to have made much difference. 


"Guys... I think somethings wrong." 


Jester's worried voice drew all of their attentions, the group looking over to where the blue 
Tiefling stood beside Caleb. She had one hand on his forehead, the other around his arm as 
the Omega swayed dangerously on his feet. Veth was on his other side, soon cursing as the 
wizards legs gave out. Jester caught him clumsily, flashing a terrified look towards Caduceus. 


His mother had a saying for times like these, and the grave cleric very much wished she were 
here to repeat it. If only to know he would have some help in this chaos. 


The Firbolg hurried forward, crouching beside them and looking Caleb over. The color was 
draining from him, but his eyes were wide and aware, distantly aware anyway. There was no 
blood on him, not that he'd gone far from Caduceus for long enough to receive an injury and 
him not know about it. 


"Lay him down, here-" 


"Nein, nein, bitte, es tut mir leid, ich werde gut sein." Caleb babbled weakly, breaths coming 
in quick sharp pants, pupils blown wide as his gaze darted between them all. He growled 
when Caduceus put a hand on his shoulder to calm him, struggles weak and ineffectual. 


Much more effective was the fire that appeared in his hand, there only long enough for Jester 
to yelp and jump back, then it was gone. Caleb took the opportunity to roll away from them, 


trying and failing to stand as he stumbled to the side. Caduceus held a hand out to stop Veth 
pursuing, watching as the mage wretched on his hands and knees, stomach trying to empty 
itself though he had eaten nothing today. 


Caduceus grimaced as he stood, pulling Jester to her feet too. He glanced over at Veth to 
make sure she wouldn't try and go to Caleb again, then asked Jester. "How did he feel?" 


"Cold, but sweaty, and he looked like death, is he dying? Is he okay, is he dying?" Jester 
replied, words tumbling out quickly, high pitched and panicked. 


"He'll be f- Mollymauk don't you go near him." Caduceus snapped, a hard edge to his voice 
that had ALL of them backing away from him, even Beau ducking her head in submission. 
Caleb was staring at him too, but it was with such a wide-eyed glassy expression that 
Caducues didn't think the Omega really even heard anything past the tone. 


Caduceus held Molly's gaze as the Tiefling backed away another couple of feet. Only when 
Molly had averted his gaze first did Caducues turn his attention back to Caleb. The wizard 
hadn't eaten today apparently, had cast his polymorph spell more than once, had gotten sick, 
and had just been through an extremely volatile and traumatizing situation. He was pale, 
shivering, and still absolutely terrified. Caduceus didn't think words were going to fix this, 
knew for a FACT that any Alpha going to him would make it worse, and there weren't many 
options left to him. 


"Jester. I'm going to try and calm him down. It will only last a minute. Could you and Veth 
get everyone else to set up a camp, somewhere safe?" Caduceus said evenly, sinking down to 
sit cross-legged on the ground as he began to go through the motions of casting the spell. 


Getting Calebs attention was difficult as Jester and Veth rushed to do as asked. The 
commotion caused by Veths barked demands toward Fjord and Molly, Jester attempting to 
pull Beau away, only made things worse. Caduceus had to fight to override the spike of fear 
from the Omega as the Alphas started moving around, most of them having to struggle not to 
get lost in their instincts again. Veth and Jester were able to redirect them, sending Molly off 
to check the area, Fjord to clear the campsite, and Yasha to gather some wood. 


Caduceus's spell eventually took hold of the Omega, the tension very suddenly melting from 
Caleb's form. The wizards breath slowed, arms shaking as the adrenaline faded. The tremors 
worsened briefly, aftershocks of the terror draining from him. 


He continued to fade, arms buckling as his eyes closed, and Caleb collapsed 
unceremoniously onto the ground. Unfortunate, but not unexpected given the stress of the 
day. Caduceus was just thankful Veth had managed to herd most of the others away to find a 
suitable place to set up camp. Beau had remained behind, but that was fine. Of them all, 
Caduceus knew she would stay in control of herself. She watched Caduceus warily as she 
moved to check on Caleb, the Firbolg getting to his feet with calm grace and joining her next 
to the mage. 


"He's still breathing." Beau reported, looking up at Caduceus from where she crouched by 
Caleb. "What did you do?" 


"Calm emotions. Usually just lasts a minute, but with how keyed up he was, his body couldn't 
handle the crash." Caduceus replied quietly. 


Beau hummed lightly in agreement, looking back down at the Omega. 


"And I thought Zeenoth was bad... I don't have a damned thing to complain about compared 
to what he's had to deal with." Beau muttered lowly, brushing the hair from Caleb's face. 


"None of this makes what that man did any less bad." Caduceus told her bluntly. He paused, 
adding in a lighter tone. "And really you should complain more often. One person's pain 
doesn't invalidate someone elses." 


Beau grunted, scooping Caleb up off the ground carefully, holding him so the mage's head 
leaned against her shoulder. She took a breath, almost as if she would say something, but just 
shook her head. 


Beau turned heading toward where the others were setting up camp. "Need to feed him 
more." She tossed over her shoulder to Caduceus as he followed. "I can barely feel his 
weight." 


Caduceus let her have the last word, let the issue drop. He'd made his point and there were 
more pressing matters to discuss. 


The rest of the pack had made quick work of securing a camp site, Veth and Jester working 
on starting a fire before the sun set fully, Molly spreading out the few supplies he and Yasha 
had been carrying. 


Caduceus settled near the small fire, Beau carefully laying Caleb next to him. Caduceus made 
sure the mage was comfortable, frowning unhappily at the man's thin coat. The weather 
wasn't too harsh this time of year, but the Empire was cold most days when the sun went 
down. "Molly. Do you mind if Caleb borrows your coat for the night?" 


Caduceus hardly finished asking before Molly was infront of him, coat held out as he very 
visibly stopped himself from draping it over the mage. 


"Thank you." Caduceus said, giving Molly a soft smile. "Sorry about shouting at you before." 
Molly shook his head, stepping back. "No, I deserved it, probably." 


Caduceus shook his head in return, tucking the coat around the wizard. "No one deserves to 
be yelled at." 


Molly snorted softly, dropping to sit by the fire. "You are far too charitable." 


One by one the others gathered around as well, Fjord taking one look at Caleb wrapped in 
Molly's cloak and immediately turning to Jester. "I meant to ask, could you message Nila? 
See if she will bring some addition clothing for Caleb? He didn't have much, or at least never 
changed from what he was brought in." 


"Oh, of course! No problem!" Jester agreed, instantly clasping her hands together and casting 
the spell. Fjord blinked in surprise, scrambling to keep track of her words as she began 
speaking. 


"Hey, it me, Jester, we have a new friend, his name is Caleb, and he needs more clothes, 
could you bring some by when you come over?" 


Fjord continued counting for a moment after she'd finished, looking up at her a little 
confused. "I... think she got it all?" 


Jester held up a hand, head tilting as she listened. "She will be very happy to, and looks 
forward to meeting Caleb." 


Fjord nodded a thanks, going over to sit on the opposite side of the fire as Jester curled up 
beside Caleb and began doodling in her book. 


Caduceus looked around at all of them, speaking softly. "We need to have a discussion, but 
first I'd like to ask all of you to just... be quiet. When Caleb wakes up, just be quiet. There 
was a lot of fighting and stress when he went down. I think some calm will help more than 
any reassurances we could give when he wakes up." 


Agreement was slow from some of them, specifically Molly and Fjord. Understandable, as 
the request went against their instinct to sooth and protect. It went against Molly's personality 
in general, but he agreed all the same. 


"Thank you." 


Caduceus paused for a moment, considering how best to begin the discussion. There was a 
lot to unpack, more than he (or any of them) had answers for. Best then to start with the 
obvious. 


"None of us know much about Omegas. None of us know much about Caleb. We don't know 
much about his past experiences that shape his expectations and reactions. Just that none of 
them are pleasant." 


"He worries about being left at the Chatteau. Or brothels in general." Fjord said quietly, a hint 
of a growl to his words as he quickly explained Caleb's attempts from the previous evening, 
and the Omega's admittance after. 


"He never says no...to anything. Even simple things where it's really the only answer. Had to 
tell him to give me a straight answer about... well.. you know." Molly pointed out, trailing off 
awkwardly at the reference to his earlier breakdown over the mage. 


"He won't say names when talking to us either. Alpha's I mean." Beau added to the 
discussion, glancing at the still sleeping Omega. "I know that was a thing they trained at the 
Archives in Zadash. I tried to explain some of how we do things yesterday, even if it didn't 
work out so great." 


"He was calm enough after." Yasha reminded her gently. 


"He didn't even take the book with him." Beau retorted, though her tone was gentle. 
"He purred for you though." Yasha pressed. 
"He can purr??" Jester asked, head jerking up from her drawings. 


Caduceus rumbled a low warning hum as Caleb flinched in his sleep, shifting around for a 
moment. They all went still and quiet, Jester speaking in a whisper once he had settled. 
"Sorry... but he can purr?" 


Beau nodded, lips twitching in a smile as Jester looked at Caleb and "awwwwed" in a light 
tone. Beau sobered after a moment, looking toward the fire. "He seemed scared to even do it 
at first, dunno why he finally did." 


"It's not even that big a deal..." Molly muttered, jealousy coloring his tone. It quickly turned 
into a pained yelp as Beau scowled darkly at Molly, effortlessly leaning toward him and 
punching his shoulder just a little too hard. 


"You'll need to tone that down, Beau." Caduceus advised, though he didn't offer any reproach 
for the action. "He seems especially frightened of you, when it comes to times he thinks he's 
done something wrong." 


"Why is that?" Molly asked, lightly rubbing his arm. He didn't retaliate, well aware he'd 
overstepped, words cutting too close to old wounds. 


Beau held Caduceus's gaze for a moment, then glanced at Yasha before answering. 
"Rexxentrum isn't a great place for anyone not in power. There were maybe two or three 
Omega's at the Soul, hell one of them might have been him for a while. I don't know, I never 
saw any of them. But you hear things. Anyway, the training is strict enough on initiates. It's 
all mind over matter and..." 


Beau took a breath, looking away and sighing before she continued. "They didn't go easy on 
us. There wasn't any leniency for mistakes. Guaranteed it's worse for someone they don't 
even consider a real person." 


"If you knew all that, why didn't you like him? I mean before he showed up?" Veth asked, 
enough honest curiosity in her voice that Beau didn't take offense. 


"Everyone over at the Assembly are all noble born, or rich, or entitled, act just like... .. 
fucking Zeenoth..." Beau paused, throwing an appreciative look toward Yasha as the 
barbarian growled lowly at the mention of the man's name. "Everything is just handed to 
them. I sat through some of their training in Zadash, it's nothing in comparison. Figured we'd 
be getting some pampered brat wanting us to wait on them hand and foot." 


"No wonder you got over it so fast." Molly mused. 


"Yeah." Beau snorted, tone scathing. "And if he was trained some at the Soul, and at this 
point I'd say that's a definite yes, being Assembly trained would have made it worse for him. 
I'm not the only one doesn't like the Assembly. Not by a long shot." 


"Is that really all we know about him?" Veth asked after a few minutes of silence, looking 
around at all of them. 


"He's smart enough to cheat at cards on par with me and he likes Luc..." 

"And books." Veth added. 

"Okay, books too." Molly nodded as he added that to his list. "But... other than that, yeah." 
"Well how do we fix that, without scaring him more?" Yasha asked. 


"Some things work better than others at making him feel safe, at gently changing his 
expectations." Caduceus guessed, not entirely sure what he was talking about, but they 
needed some kind of direction to move forward. "He's part of the pack and he'll feel better 
once he finds his place with us. It's instinct to integrate with a group, was for me anyway, I 
can't imagine it's much different for him. Even with the circumstances of his arrival. Getting 
to know him will get easier over time." 


"So, instinct might be the best way to get through to him?" Fjord asked. 


"Its hard to train instinct out of someone, and it's natural for an Omega to take comfort from 
the pack, from an Alpha." Caduceus explained, still completely guessing, but it felt like right 
answer. "So long as we're not too overbearing, it might be our best option." 


"Training that out is hard, but not impossible." Beau spoke up, glancing over at Caleb. "Don't 
think they had him that long though, the Cobalt Soul. It's... hard for me to tell though." 


"He seems to rely on them a lot, got through to those three today anyway." Veth said gently, 
nodding to the other Alphas. 


The conversation tapered off at that, each of them contemplating their own instincts and 
experiences, waiting for Caleb to wake or the sun to rise. None of them felt much like 
sleeping. 


~y 


Coming back to consciousness was a lot less painful than Caleb would have thought. His 
thoughts were murky, slow to align themselves, but he realized one thing pretty quickly. 
Somehow, he wasn't dead. He wasn't bleeding, wasn't in pain. None of the Alphas were 
around him, a relief, but they were still present. He could scent them nearby. No one was 
shouting, no one was growling... they were not speaking or making any noise at all. If it were 
not for the crackling fire Caleb might have thought he'd gone deaf. The sky was dark above 
him when he opened his eyes, sleep making his vision blurry. 


Jester was to his left, a blurr of blue as she shifted with small motions. She was turned with 
her back to the flames and body angled so the light fell upon the book she currently drew in. 
For a moment Caleb panicked, pain blossoming sharply in his chest at the thought that she 
may have taken his spell books to draw in, might be currently destroying his life's work, the 


one thing he had of any worth. Panic quickly faded to weary resignation. It would be a well 
deserved punishment, less physically painful, but that would come with time he presumed. 


"Mister Caleb, welcome back." Caduceus's soft voice came from above him, Caleb only then 
realizing he currently lay with his head on the clerics lap. 


There was a short jerk of movement from the side, a loud yelp, and when Caleb looked over 
Molly was glowering at Beau while clutching his tail to himself. "Leave them be." Beau 
hissed lowly, glaring right back at Molly. 


"Both of you stop." Caduceus warned, laying his hand over Caleb as the mage began to 
shiver. Seeing Caduceus's white hand contrasted again the vibrant color and design made 
Caleb realize he was covered in Molly coat. 


Tha Alpha wanted it back, surely. Though for some reason it seemed Caduceus was in 
charge, the rest of the pack subtly looking to the cleric for direction. Less subtly deferring to 
him, in the case of Molly's current behavior. The Tiefling had gone still and quiet again at 
Caduceus's rebuke, Beau as well though the monk lacked the contrite look. Caleb didn't know 
what to make of it, was far too tired to puzzle it out. It was enough to be obeying the one with 
the most authority in this moment, despite that impossibly of it being this soft-spoken Beta. 
He would worry about angry Alphas when it came to that, when the dynamics shifted agian, 
because he was too tired to suss it out now. 


"Do you want to sit up?" Caduceus offered softly. 


Caleb winced from where he'd been staring at the clerics hand over his chest, cringing and 
whining low in his throat. He didn't want to be made to say no again, didn't want to risk 
moving and gaining the Alphas attention again. He wasn't even sure he could get his voice to 
make proper words to answer. 


"Alright, you can stay here." Caduceus said quickly, and Caleb breathed in relief. He could 
do that. He could obey. That was good, was safe. Most Alphas didn't usually beat him for 
doing what he was told. He looked away toward the crackling flames, letting their wild 
random dancing lull the thoughts from his mind. His breath only faltered a little, once, when 
Veth moved to add more logs on the fire. He shivered even as the warmth reached him, the 
mage tamping down the light motion and trying to be still. Trying to be good. There was a 
fire, he had a coat, he should be grateful. 


Caleb's whole body flinched at the sound of paper tearing, and Caducues called Jesters name 
lowly in warning. 


She whispered a short apology, the camp falling into silence once more. Only when Caleb's 
breath had evened out again did Caduceus speak, tone low and soothing. "Mister Caleb, I 
want to talk to you, and all you have to do is listen. Is that okay?" 


Caleb nodded. He could do that. Could even manage the words to speak an agreement now. 
"Yes, sir." 


Caleb didn't look up at Caduceus, wasn't even going to risk meeting his gaze. He focused on 
the flames instead, on their beauty and chaos, purposefully ignoring how their heat could be 
used to hurt and discipline. Caduceus was in charge right now and wanted him to listen. He 
would obey and he would be fine. 


"Fjord told us about what happened last night, and we all want to collectively assure you that 
you won't ever have to do anything like that. We visit the Chatteau on occasion, but you have 
no need to be afraid of going there." 


Caleb nodded, though that didn't answer half his questions or erase his fears. He wouldn't be 
made to work, that was reassuring, but that did not mean he would not be left there. The one 
who ran the place was related to Jester, so little worry of being used without the Neins 
knowledge, but it did not protect him from a patron or employee taking advantage while he 
was there. He made not be put to use but he would still be vulnerable. 


Not that he was about to argue or question them. Well enough they allowed him this much, he 
was obviously already a burden on them. He should not have lost control of himself like he 
had. Should have stood still and let the Alpha do as they wished. Now everything was out of 
order and backwards, a Beta leading the pack instead of the Alpha and it made no sense. 


Caleb flinched again as paper tore over by Jester once more, automatically moving to try and 
find his spell books. Caduceus was kind enough to help him sit up at the slightest motion. 
Caleb still couldn't quite make out just what Jester was drawing on, but when he checked his 
holsters, his spell books were still there. 


Caleb drew them out, gaze flicking warily around at the Alphas. They didn't move, didn't 

speak, and it confirmed his theory that, for some reason, Caduceus was in charge tonight. 

Terrifying, but he would take advantage while he had the opportunity. 

He dropped his gaze to the books, flipping open the topmost one and thumbing through it 
quickly. He repeated the process with the second, uneasy tension only untwisting from his 
stomach finding it unaltered as well. 


"I've seen your spell to change shape. What others do you have?" Caduceus asked lightly, 
tucking his hands close to himself when Caleb shifted protectively over the books. 


Caleb hesitated to answer, automatically looking over at Fjord despite the authority Caduceus 
held at current. The warlock was the one who had mentioned interest in his arcane abilities 
before hand. "M-may I, Alpha? Did... do you still wish to see a demonstration?" 


He didn't meet Fjords gaze, didn't see the quick glance the half orc sent to Caduceus. Caleb 
was only listening for approval or rejection, was relieved to hear the Alpha speak a low word 
of agreement. "Go ahead." 


He still wanted Caleb to prove his ability to stay with them, still offered Caleb a chance to 
prove his usefulness outside of the obvious. It was reassuring, went a long way toward Caleb 
letting himself beleive their promises he would not be left at any brothels. 


Caleb nodded, tension easing in his chest as he turned his focus to his spells. Easy enough to 
get lost in, easy enough to speak about when none of the Alphas spoke word or made move 


to interrupt him. 


"I had.. prepared a few, this morning. Most of the damaging spells require a target of some 
sort." Caleb explained, flipping through his spell book. This he was good at, no matter what 
any past Alpha had said. He knew he was good at this, knew these spells well enough he 
could have re-copied most of them if Jester has truly destroyed his books. "They would be 
less effective, if applicable at all, with nothing to direct them toward. Ah, I have some that 
would... if... if allowed, would be beneficial to one of you during conflict." 


"Are we looking for a demonstration, cuz I'm game to try it out and see what happens." Beau 
offered. 


Caleb curled his book closer to himself, looking up at her with trepidation. As much as he 
had expected the request, wanted to practice his magic and prove his worth, he would prefer 
she had not been the volunteer. He knew his spells would not hurt her, but they would make 
her even more capable of cause him great pain. 


"Who says he would even cast it on you." Veth countered. "What if it's a spell more suited to 
me?" 


"Yeah, well, we won't know that until we see what it does, now will we?" Beau sassed back. 


Caleb watched the two of them nervously, only shrinking back when Molly entered the 
argument. "We could just ask who it would apply to. Or, you know, what it does." 


"We talked about this..." Caduceus spoke up over the trio, a warning edge to his voice. 


Caleb shivered in the night air anxiously, the two Alphas leaning back and going quiet at the 
clerics words. It was so strange, so backwards, and now that Caleb was more awake it 
worried him. He held still as Caduceus leaned forward to tug Molly's coat up over his 
shoulders again, the thick cloth doing little to protect him from the chill that he felt in his 
very bones. 


Caleb looked worriedly over at Molly, unsure if he were even supposed to still have the item 
at all. The Tiefling was watching him, let out a soft purr when their eyes met. That was 
normal, strangely enough. Molly purred when he was pleased, Fjord too, but right now it was 
Molly. And what pleased him was Caleb meeting his gaze and wearing his coat, apparently. 


"What do the spells do?" Molly asked softly, a close mimic to the soft easiness of Caduceus. 


Caleb looked away, realizing he had been holding the Alphas gaze for far longer than was 
probably allowed. But Molly hadn't stopped his low purr, the Tielfing's tail sweeping lazily 
behind him. 


"Ah, one would.. make you faster. The other.. larger." Caleb answered softly. He ducked his 
head, curling the colorful coat closer to him as he tried to stealthily look around at the pack. 
He had missed something while he had been unconscious, that much was obvious. Probably a 
fight, because the dynamics of the pack had shifted. He didn't see any injuries, but with two 
clerics that meant little. 


Everyone was deferring to Caduceus, to various degrees. Fjord less so, or perhaps not at all... 
it was hard to tell because the warlock had not spoken, other than to approve Caleb's 
explanation of spells, and had not made a move so far as Caleb had seen since waking. 


Caleb bit his lip, looking back down at his spell books as he tried to think which spell might 
please them more. He still needed to impress Fjord, to be allowed to stay within the safety of 
the pack while they were on missions. He stopped after turning a few pages, looking up with 
wide eyes as Molly whined. 


"Fuck, please. Can I just... A cuddle? Just one, nothing else, I swear. I'll stop the instant you 
so much as wiggle. Please?" Molly pleaded, leaning forward hopefully, though he didn't get 


up. 
It took a second for Caleb to understand Molly was asking him. 


Caleb looked over at Fjord for direction, but the Alpha was absolutely no help. His face was 
flushed as he looked pointedly away, hands covering himself discretely as he shifted where 
he sat. Caleb quickly realized he would get no permission there, so he looked to Caduceus 
who had been the one in charge so far. The Firbolg was giving Molly a disapproving look and 
Caleb was surprised to find himself... disappointed. 


"Sweeten the deal, I'll purr for you, scoot closer to the fire, you can be all warm?" Molly 
conjoled. 


"Molly..." Caduceus began, though Caleb's interrupted him. 


"May I?" The mage flinched, hunching his shoulders as he dropped his gaze quickly. His 
fingers tightened over his book, voice shaking. "Sir?" 


"You don't need my permission, I just don't want Molly pressuring you into it." Caduceus 
said kindly. 


Back to the normal dynamics then, Caleb assumed, if Caduceus was placing his own desires 
below Molly's. Not that Caleb really understood why they had changed for this brief time in 
the first place. Caleb stood up, placing his books back in their holders. He paused for a 
moment and, when no one demanded he move in any particular way, Caleb walked around 
around the fire towards Molly's now open arms. 


Caleb hesitated again as he knelt down, remembering how Jesters cuddle with Beau had 
turned into a wrestling match. In the many times Molly had cuddled him, that had never 
happened, but Caleb submitted once he was on his knees. Just to be safe. He bared his throat, 
letting out a soft whine. 


"Gods, you're perfect. You're so perfect, so good, it's okay." Molly praised softly, reaching out 
to first brush his fingers against Caleb's neck, then tug the Omega carefully into his arms. "So 
good. I just want to hold you, love. Cuddles and nothing else, I swear." 


This was all right, if a little nerve wracking. Molly let him keep the coat, just curled Caleb 
close under his chin and purred happily. Caleb dared tilt his head to breath in Molly's scent, 


surprised to find pure delighted contentment, the Alpha's purr increasing in volume when he 
noticed what Caleb was doing. 


True to his word, Molly just cuddled him. And Caleb was warm finally, the chill he'd been 
trying to ignore fading. 


Caleb closed his eyes as Molly held him, the Tieflings hands brushing gentle across his 
cheeks, his neck, through his hair, soft pets as he muttered low compliments in between 
trying to get as much of his scent on Caleb as possible. Mollymauk only stopped when Beau 
cleared her throat beside him, the Tiefling tucking Caleb more securely under his chin. Molly 
gave the monk a cheeky grin and a wink, Beau rolling her eyes at him but saying nothing. 


"I will keep first watch, if all of you want to get some rest?" Yasha offered softly. 


They nodded agreement, Veth requesting to be woken for her turn, and Fjord volunteering for 
final watch. The warlock got up to move over to Molly, Veth and Jester quickly diving to 
snag the bed roll he abandoned. Veth got there first, but Jester just curled around the halfing, 
much to her indignation. Caduceus took one of the other bedrolls, while Beau opted to curl 
up in Yasha's arms for warmth. 


Caleb blinked up at Fjord as he approached, the warlock settling down beside Mollymauk 
and letting out a soft purr to sooth the Omega once more. Caleb's eyelids drooped, head 
nodding slightly though he jerked himself awake moments later. 


"We'll keep watch, Caleb." Fjord assured him quietly, reaching out to brush his cheek. 
Contentment curled in his chest when Caleb didn't flinch away. Fjord shifted so he and Molly 
could brace each other through the night. "Get some rest." 


Magical Mornings 


Chapter Notes 


I would like to preface this chapter with the shocking revelation that I am, in fact, 
female. So I do not know if the beginning part of this is how things work, because I also 
suck at biology, because I am an accountant and I like numbers not people. But if 
tumblr, fanfics, and hollywood have taught me anything, this is at least semi accurate. 


Molly’s first instinct, waking to feel the man in his arms moving away from him, was to 
growl in annoyance. He was still feeling a little wrung out and exhausted, had been having 
the most delicious dream. He didn’t want that dream to end, couldn’t Fjord just... Except 
something wasn’t right because Fjord was never afraid of him, and the scent of terror was 
soon overriding the soothing scent of his mate and the sweet undercurrent of Omega. 


Molly’s growl tapered off, guilt sitting heavy in his stomach as Caleb whined pleadingly, 
nuzzling at his throat and pressing close again. “I’m sorry, I'll be good, I’Il stay still. Please, 
I’m sorry, I won’t move again.” 


The feeling, the motion, of Caleb moving closer on his lap brought his morning.... situation 
to his attention. That was probably what had woken Caleb, the scent and feeling, was 
probably why he’d tried to get up in the first place. Molly’s cheeks flamed with 
embarrassment, mortified and guilty, a little disappointed too because he worried Caleb 
wouldn’t want to cuddle with him again after this. 


Molly dropped his arms from around Caleb, though instead of standing as had to have been 
the mage’s intention, he stayed in Molly’s lap. Caleb let out a puff of panicked breath, 
twisting around to face Molly, legs on either side as he pressed face to face with the Alpha. It 
was so closely intimate that Molly had to look around at the others, make sure he wasn’t 
about to get shot by Veth or smacked by Beau. 


The rest of the Nein were sleeping still, other than Fjord, the morning new enough that the 
sun had only just begun shedding light on the horizon. Fjord was watching with an 
expression that held the same amount of shock as Molly fe/t, the warlock too frozen to do 
much at the moment. 


“I’m yours, I’ll be good Alpha.” Caleb whimpered, voice shaking as he continued. “I...I c- 
consent, please. Alpha, I’Il be good.” 


“No.” Molly rasped lowly, throat going dry as Caleb rocked forward against him. Fuck, that 
was... But Caleb’s hands were shaking, the scent of fear suffocating, and Molly wished 
Caleb didn’t feel so damned good against him. The Tiefling threw a desperate look at Fjord 
for help, having a hard enough time not grabbing the Omega again. He wanted to curl around 


Caleb, purr his fears away, but he didn’t want Caleb to think he /iked this. It was humiliating 
enough how he’d responded so far. 


Fjord was slow coming out of his stupor, though growled lowly when Caleb licked a slow 
trail up Molly’s neck. The mage was tempting, was unnervingly good at what he was doing, 
and was for some reason ignoring the denial from Molly. He did not, however, ignore Fjord. 


Molly dug his nails into the earth beneath him to keep from reaching out to grab the Omega 
as Caleb slid backwards off his lap to kneel submissive between himself and Fjord. He ached, 
longed to pull Caleb back to himself, to kiss the Omega, taste him, hear him whine in 
pleasure rather than fear. The easy submission called to him, a primal part of him that said 
this was good, this was trust... 


Except it wasn’t trust, it was fear, and Molly pushed away the instinct and got to his feet, 
backing away. His words were sharper than he intended when he spoke. “I said no, that 
means stop.” 


Caleb glanced up at him, terrified eyes meeting Molly’s before the Omega glanced around at 
the rest of the pack. His words were whispered terror, twisting Molly’s stomach with disgust. 
“—D-did... you wish... f-f-for the others t-t-to join? I... Iam yours, I know, I am, please, I will 
be good.” 


He’d wanted to get it over with quickly, Molly guessed, covering his face with his palm and 
biting back a groan. He thought Molly would want to share him? That the pack would... 
would all join in to ... gods, he couldn’t even finish the thought, it was so sick. He was going 
to be sick. 


And then he was going to kill every single fucker who had so much as even breathed on 
Caleb, those- 


“Molly, calm down.” Fjord’s growled order, still quiet to not wake the others, broke through 
his thoughts. 


Molly narrowed his eyes, tail lashing as he glared over at the other Alpha, though soon 
stopped short catching the hitched breath of Caleb still on his knees. The scent of his own 
fury was thick in the air and Molly struggled to dial it back for Caleb’s sake. 


Fjord turned his attention to Caleb as Molly nodded and abruptly turned to stride out of the 
small camp. Okay, that was one way to deal with it... He worried Molly was going to do 
something foolish again, like run off to find the King’s people on his own, but he dismissed 
the worry. With all of them here, it would be easy to find the blood hunter before he could get 
too far. Gods knew Fjord would have needed a few moments after that show. 


He lowered his voice further, putting a soft purr to the words as he spoke to Caleb, not 
wanting to scare him further. “You’re not in trouble, Caleb, no one’s going to hurt you. But I 
want you to listen to me. Consent like that... it’s not consent. And no means no. From 
whoever says it. Understand?” 


Caleb nodded silently, for all he really didn’t understand. He understood he should not have 
challenged Molly’s denial, that much was simple. The fact that he hadn’t actually heard or 
registered the Alpha’s rebuke was not a valid excuse. He’d been told no and had disobeyed. 
Why Molly was walking away instead of punishing him was... not something he knew how 
to process. 


Fjord sighed, getting up to throw some more wood onto the fire. He poked the flames into 
life, occasionally glancing where Molly had left, then settled down more fully again with 
another sigh. And that was it. There was nothing else. Much as Caleb still expected, still 
waited, the Alpha did nothing. 


Caleb sat staring at the new built fire, glancing occasionally over at Fjord as he waited for the 
others to wake. The morning had not gone how he had feared at all and it was hard to 
reconcile the current moment to what he’d envisioned would occur. 


Waking to the scent of Molly’s arousal, the hard feel of the Alpha pressed against him, had 
been gut twistingly terrifying. Being forced onto the cold hard ground would hurt, would 
undoubtedly ruin his coat. Molly would probably take care of his own colorful coat, but 
Caleb had lost many clothes thanks to this type of thing in the past. He was just an Omega, so 
what did it matter if his clothes were torn, if he shivered in the biting air as they walked along 
their journey. 


He didn’t want the pack to wake to the sound of his cries, the scent of sex and blood. It would 
be humiliating. And beyond that, he was petrified they might join. They were all very close, 
had the most incomprehensible shifting of hierarchy he could not always follow. Fjord and 
Molly did not seem too opposed to sharing, though Molly had once been jealous of Beau's 
scent on him. Fjord did not seem to mind, however, so Caleb really had no clear 
understanding of whether it would be allowed. Or perhaps even encouraged. 


Discretely moving away had not worked, something he would have known better than to 
even attempt if he hadn’t already been panicking. Molly’s growl had erased all thoughts of 
escape from his mind and he’d just wanted to please the Alpha enough that he might not beat 
him before he used him, that Molly might be gentler when he took him if Caleb showed some 
willingness. 


Silence stretched, the sky growing ever lighter, and Caleb traced the spine of his spell books 
in consideration. He had his job cut out for him, pleasing them now. Getting past Fjord and 
Molly’s irritation at him was going to be a challenge. The rest of the pack too, if the Alpha’s 
shared his ineptitude. 


“Alpha?” Caleb whispered, continuing just as softly when Fjord hummed a question and 
looked his way. “May...I review my spells? For... for the day? If...if you would allow, I 
could d-demonstrate them? Today?” 


“Of course.” Fjord replied, silently watching as Caleb shifted to sit more comfortably. He 
waited until Caleb had a book out and open, the mage flipping slowly through it, before 
asking. “Would you mind terribly if I sit with you?” 


Caleb froze, page half turned, before jerkily nodding. There was no way to refuse, he knew 
that well, so he focused on not cringing as the Alpha settled on the ground beside him. Caleb 
said a polite thanks as he had been taught, hands shaking as he tried to focus his attention on 
the books. 


It was difficult to prepare his spells while at the same time trying to pay attention to the 
Alpha beside him. Fjord was watching him, glancing at the spell books every now and then. 
Caleb struggled with himself on what to do, what the correct course of action was. He did not 
like this game, did not like having to guess to desires of an Alpha he barely knew. He had 
already angered Molly enough the Tiefling had yet to return. 


It looked like Fjord wanted the book, though why he did not simply take it was beyond 
Caleb. It was well within his right, Caleb would not resist if that was the decision. Yet it was 
Fjord’s game, Caleb only a pawn in it. With a sinking heart, far too aware of the flames 
dancing close by, Caleb brushed his fingers regretfully over the pages before he offered the 
tome to Fjord, looking carefully away. 

Fjord didn’t take it from him, only placed a hand on his own and pushed the book back 
toward Caleb. “It’s yours, I didn’t mean... I’m just curious I suppose. How many spells do 
you know?” 


An incorrect response to the game, it seemed. Though, as Caleb curled the book back to 
himself, no blows fell. He hurried to answer the question, still at a loss to what exactly was 
expected of him right now. 


“A d-dozen or so, in- in each book, A-Alpha...” Caleb replied nervously, shoulders twitching 
up defensively. He could not tell by Fjord’s scent whether he were pleased by this or not, dare 
not look up to gauge the man’s expression. Was that enough? Did they expect more? Caleb 
could only hope what skills he possessed were enough. 


“They’re yours, keep them, but could I see one of the spells? On paper I mean. I’ve always 
been interested in magical studies.” Fjord stated evenly. 


Caleb immediately offered the book to Fjord again, icy fear gripping his throat as that once 
again was the incorrect response. Fjord shook his head, a half smile appearing and vanishing. 
“No, I mean would you show one to me.” 


Caleb shrank back at the failure, waiting for a correction, or consequence of failing the game, 
but still Fjord did not hit him. He didn’t growl, made no move, but Caleb couldn’t keep from 
shaking as he hurried to obey the correct course of action. He quickly flipped to one of the 
more lengthy spell pages, hoping to impress the Alpha with the complicated appearance of 
the incantation. 


In truth, a simple enough spell to perform once learned, and Caleb ran the risk of Fjord 
knowing that and him losing whatever game this was. Caleb kept hold of the book this time, 
as that seemed to be one of the rules, and angled it so that Fjord could easily see the writings. 
“Tf... if it pleases you, Alpha?” 


Fjord leaned closer, not touching but simply looking at the text as Caleb slowly turned the 
pages until he reached the end. The warlock snorted and leaned back, Caleb’s chest 


tightening with anxious fear before Fjord spoke. “Looks like gibberish to me. What is it? 
Cliff notes version.” 


“Tongues.” Caleb replied, face flaming red and disappointment settling heavily on him. 
Another mistake. Fjord was not impressed, was laughing at him. Was not hitting him at least, 
but the failure still stung. “It... allows you to understand any language. And be understood by 
any creature that speaks.” 


“Impressive.” Fjord said, a low growl underlaying the words. 


Caleb’s stomach did a flip, pleasure and terror coursing through him at the same time. It 
sounded as if Fjord had meant that, as if the Alpha were truly impressed by his ability. The 
approval warmed his chest, he had never won an Alpha’s game before, and Caleb was 
desperate for that feeling to remain. 


“Are all of these notes magic runes? I admit, I can read none of them.” Fjord told him, 
nodding down at the book. 


“There are not any runes on this spell, Alpha.” Caleb explained, warmth fading a bit as 
anxiety took it’s place. Still, he continued, hoping to hear that approving tone once more, to 
do something well and be acknowledged for it. “This is the incantation for the spell, here. 
And, ah, my own notes, around here. The rest are...instructions, the creator’s explanation of 
the workings and how not to, ah... mess it up. That... is, ah... I h-had copied it in Zemnian, 
Alpha, I am sorry.” 


“Huh..” Fjord grunted, head tilting. 


He didn’t sound displeased, though there was not a repeat of the praise that Caleb craved. 
The mage would settle for the lack of anger, especially as the others of the group were 
beginning to stir. The sun was beginning to peek over the horizon, the rosey hue to the sky 
faded now into its usual light blue. It was, Caleb realized with surprise, one of the most 
pleasant sunrises he’d ever experienced. 


He looked over at Fjord as the half-orc ran gentle fingers down his arm, held still as he 
reached up to touch his face. It wasn't the spoken praise again, but it was gentle, felt like... 
like a reward? There was movement to the side, Caleb tensing as he realized Beau was 
waking and getting to her feet. Fjord brought his attention back, the warlock's breath warm 
on his cheek as he leaned close. Still gentle, his scent clean and calm, the kiss his placed on 
Caleb's jaw soft and almost... reverent. “Stay and finish your spells, Beau and I will find 
Molly. Let the others know if they wake and ask, okay?” 


“Yes, Alpha.” Caleb agreed, dropping his gaze as Beau circled around the other side of the 
fire muttering complains. 


The monk followed Fjord off where Molly had left a few hours prior, and the camp was silent 
once more. Caleb looked back at his spell book obediently, that warmth back in his chest as 
he held back a purr. 


Home, Heart, and Hurt 


Chapter Notes 


Extra long chapter because I refused to split up this insanity into two! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Caleb stayed at Fjord’s side during most of the long walk back to the house. He knew his 
place, knew who he belonged to... and a little bit hoped he might do something to once again 
get a word of approval from the Alpha. Molly approached him some hour or so into the 
journey, pressing a handful of dried foods into his hands. Caleb accepted it out of surprise, 
Molly dancing away quickly before he could even think of finding a way to refuse. 


Nobody else had food so Caleb did the next logical thing. He took two steps forward and 
offered it to Fjord. The Alpha accepted his offering, glancing over at Molly as he did so. 
Caleb followed his gaze in time to see Molly shrug. Fjord sighed, taking a little bite and 
handing the rest back to Caleb. Which... was odd. 


But strangely enough, it settled something inside of Caleb. He wasn’t comfortable being the 
only one with food, but Fjord had taken some and given the rest to him, so it must be fine. 
Molly had given it to him, still let him have his coat (which he was grateful for because there 
was a nip in the air), and Fjord’s actions reaffirmed that he was allowed the food. The rest of 
the Nein weren’t so much as looking at him, and he certainly appreciated the opportunity to 
eat, so he nibbled at it as they walked. Hunger eventually got the better of him, and the sparse 
food was quickly finished off. 


Fjord turned to him then, as if waiting just for this moment, and Caleb can’t help but shrink 
back under his gaze, terrified he’d misinterpreted the Alpha’s intent. But Fjord’s expression 
was calm and easy, the warlock not striking out even though his Omega was well within 
arm’s reach. “Those spells you were going to show us, do we need to stop for you to perform 
them, or do you want to cast them while we walk?” 


“Oh oh!” Jester interrupted, skipping over to Caleb’s other side to join the conversation. 
“Why don’t you tell us how the whole spell thing works too! I only have my magic from the 
Traveler, and Fjord and Caduceus have the Wildmother, and Molly has the Moonweaver.* 


“Hate to break this to you Jester, but my magic has nothing to do with the Moonweaver.” 
Molly drawled out easily. “And I’d rather not go into what it actually is right now. I'd much 
rather hear the process behind someone who studies magic for a living.” 


Caleb didn’t think that statement really applied to him, it was hardly a “living” and his 
studies had most recently been snatched and stolen things, trained at times simply because he 


could be useful to an Alpha’s wishes. But the physical process was the same either way and 
was what they wished to know about given all their attention were on him. 


So, he explained it to them. 


Tentative, at first, Caleb spoke of what he knew, always asking permission before any casting 
to demonstrate. He described the three basic requirements to any spell; verbal incantations or 
sometimes only a single word, semantic components and the delicate intricacies required for 
some spells, and the material components that were needed if an arcane focus was not on 
hand. He wanted to impress them, so showed them the more visually spectacular of the spells 
he knew. 


Caleb drew a wall of fire some forty feet away from them, the raging flames towering 
overhead. Even at that distance the head was a wave across them. He dropped the spell after a 
few moments, eagerly preparing another spell at Jesters joyful laughter, Molly’s cursing, and 
Fjord’s distinctly impressed hum of approval. 


The mage cycled through as many of his spells as he could, only stopping when his request to 
cast a spell was met with slow denial from Fjord. Caleb immediately put his book and 
components away, falling at heel to the Alpha. 


“Fjoooorrrd.” Jester complained, crossing her arms and pouting. 


“He looks exhausted, Jester, we have all week. It can wait until we’re back home and 
everyone has had a proper meal.” Fjord reasoned, bringing the group to a stop. The half-orc 
moved over to a boulder nearby, sitting on it and removing his shoe to shake out a stray 
pebble. 


Caleb kept his gaze down, being as still and quiet as possible, hoping Jester’s challenge did 
not spark a fight. She was a Beta, so he hoped it would be fine. Hoped she might not even be 
disciplined for questioning the Alpha’s decision. 


Thankfully, Fjord let the matter drop, the rest of the group finding space to sit down for a 
break. And Fjord let them. It was such a very strange dynamic for Caleb to witness. Even as 
time passed and they continued their journey, it was strange. At times the role of leader 
would shift, one of the others calling the shots. Never so blatantly obvious, but Caleb was 
well used to reading subtle shifts in behavior. He had to be. 


Perplexingly, the dynamics of this pack seemed to be in a state of constant flux. 


There was little rhyme or reason, and hours later as they approached home, Caleb was still 
unable to get a read on what caused these minor changes. 


The Nein arrived home as the sun was beginning to set, the journey there taking less time 
than the journey out. Still a full day of walking and most of the group was tired. Jester was 
still a flurry of energy, rejuvenated by being home it seemed. The energetic Tiefling tugged 
him carefully over to Veth and Caduceus as the group began breaking apart, each going their 
own way. She was chattering excitedly about secret plans and telling him to just go relax and 
get some dinner. Yes, the pack was completely baffling. Confusing enough he had little 


though to spare worry or concern about some ‘secret plans’. Also, he had just been promised 
food, basically ordered to go eat, and he was ravenous after walking and casting spells all 
day. 


The sun was well set by the time his escorts walked him back to his room. Caleb was 
exhausted, but he’d eaten and snacked again since they’d gotten back to the house, so he had 
no complaint. If Veth and Caduceus wanted his company until they were ready to retire, he 
would obey. They allowed him to converse with them and, even when Yasha took Caduceus’s 
place later on, Caleb did not find the evening to be unpleasant. 


Like all good things, Caleb knew it had to end. 


Entering his room, Caleb found it not at all like he had left it. The once empty spaces, the 
bare floors, the well-organized mound of blankets on the bed... It was all changed. The room 
was now packed full of... various things. As if someone had tried to decorate with a tangled 
mess of many different design tastes. 


Caleb crept carefully around the now too full room, avoiding so much as brushing against 
any of the new objects. He supposed he had the answer to where Jester had been all day. Her 
scent was on everything, though most only faintly, telling him that she had been the one 
filling the space. Presuming the rest of the pack agreed with her actions, Caleb would guess 
this had been what all her whispering had been about on the walk back home. 


He would be good, would not touch, would not even breath on them. Looking was fine, he 
was interested after all, and the pack couldn’t mind him just looking. They’d put their 
possessions in here, had put him here, he could hardly be blamed for having eyes. 


The things could hardly have been valuable, a random mash of things from each of the pack; 
books, pictures, a tea set, a game set. It was a nonsensical variety of objects. There was a 
desk now, drawers filled with gods knew what. Caleb wasn’t about to go digging through it 
right now. A rug was spread across the majority of the floor between the door and his bed. He 
avoided stepping on that as well. 


He made his way back over to the bed, biting his lip nervously. Yes, he was very much not in 
favor of the new décor. He was a little disappointed to see it had extended to the bed, his little 
nest messed up by the addition of several more blankets. Not that he minded more blankets, 
those were always welcome... 


Caleb paused, unease flashing through him at the strong scent of Alpha from it. He could 
pick out the softer scent of Beta if he tried, but the predominant scent was Alpha. No 
surprise, there were so many in the Nein Pack, but... why was it here? Specifically stronger, 
as if these were not spare blankets, but used and claimed. 


It...was suddenly oppressive. All around him and now... now here. He had wanted to curl up 
and hide away from it in his nest, but even that was not his now, was saturated with the scent 
of Alpha. 


Unbidden, a low distressed whine slipped from his throat. After the journey back to the 
house, after the stress of being so closely surrounded at all times, of eating a full meal with 


the pack right there, of trying so damned hard to please them... Caleb had looked forward to 
pretending he was safe in his little nest. But even that was gone now. 


“Dummkopf.” He chided himself, feeling all the more foolish for the tears threatening to well 
up. “Es war tiberhaupt nicht deins.” 


But he had wanted. What had he done wrong to lose it, for his piece of comfort to be taken 
away? This one space they have given him was not his anymore. Every inch of space seemed 
full of the belongings of the pack. But that’s all he was, so why should he be surprised. It was 
a reminder that this was their territory, they owned this place. Owned him. 


And what if this were a test? Or a new game? Perhaps he was supposed to do something with 
these? It was an impossible thought, ridiculous. He’d been beaten just for accidentally getting 
his scent on things before. He could not imagine these Alpha’s would be any different toward 
things he had no express permission to touch. 


Caleb backed away, skirting around the various objects until he found a corner of the room 
unoccupied but for the trunk that had been delivered with him. He loathed all the items that 
remained within, but it was the only thing in the room that he thought would perhaps carry 
his scent alone. He tugged the box out of the corner, making a little cubby hole for himself, 
and sat down with his back to the wall. Caleb ignored the cold discomfort, tried not to 
remember the warm softness that had been his nest. 


The pack knew he’d used the bed, so that was one loss already in this game. Because of 
course, of course, they would make a game of this. Why else place him somewhere so nice, 
somewhere there were no chains, no cages, a room where nothing hurt him. But now here 
stood a multitude of things, innocuous as they appeared to be. Anything could be used to 
cause pain if one were creative enough, and looking around Caleb could certainly see the 
Nein did not lack in creativity. 


Desperate for something to take his mind off his current predicament, for something that 
didn’t smell so overwhelmingly of Alpha, Caleb opened the trunk and dug out one of the 
tattered shirts. He flinched away from the restraints and collar as he did so, the reminder of 
the consequences of failing a game not something he wanted to consider right now. He was 
breathing too heavily, choking on the scent in the air, and pressed his face into the thin cloth 
with hopes of drowning out the smell of Alpha. 


The ragged shirt smelled of himself alone, true, but it was no relief. It was still dirty, filthy 
with the scent of stale blood and sweat, faint hints of sex and terror, and Caleb dropped it 
quickly. He scrambled to stand up, panting quickly as he used the wall to brace himself. He 
needed to get out. He couldn’t... he couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. Not after... he didn’t 
want... 


Caleb stumbled toward the door, slowing for a moment to regain his balance so not to knock 
anything over. They had put him here, but had not previously become angry when he left. 
Had not even locked the door to ensure his obedience. It was equally unlocked now, though 
his heart raced for a moment as his hands fumbled shakily on the handle. Yet it swung open, 
easily as the last two times, and Caleb darted out into the hall. 


He closed the door behind him, leaning against it and taking great gulps of the cleaner air out 
here. Caleb shuddered, glancing both ways down the empty hall as he picked at his 
threadbare sleeves. He had only been left in his room a scarce ten minutes, Veth and Yasha 
could not have gone far. The Alpha’s scent was easiest to pick up on, the trail leading to the 
right. 


Obviously, Caleb went left. 


He did not think they would be pleased he had decided to subvert their game by simply 
leaving. It had been some time since he’d just wandered off without permission and his skin 
crawled remembering his lessons afterward. Still, he’d accept being whipped and caged over 
suffocating on the scent of Alpha. Over losing at whatever game they had set up for him to 
fail. All of their scents on the bed, his nest... 1t was too easy to imagine they would take him, 
use him, make him bleed for breaking their rules. 


Caleb wandered the house, following his memory of Caduceus and Veth’s tour, until he found 
the furthest room from the center of the activities of the pack. It still smelled of them, this 
was their home after all, but it was stale and faint. It was likely the best he would find here, 
Caleb would not go outside. That was taboo and he would not run the risk of them accusing 
him of running away. He liked all his limbs attached and legs unbroken, thanks all the same. 


The room was dark, cold, the wooden floor hard and uncomfortable. But he could breathe 
without choking, did not have to look at his failure all around him, his punishment awaiting. 
Caleb settled in the corner with a view down the hallway he’d come, tucking his arms close 
as he tried to pretend he was comfortable. He couldn’t see far in the darkness, but he could 
pretend. Could lie to himself and say he was keeping watch. 


Sleep didn’t come easy, too strung out and cold, shivers wracking his body sporadically as 
the night wore on. But sleep did, eventually, find him. 


mre 


Beauregard couldn’t sleep. 


She often couldn’t sleep. Sometimes her movements woke Yasha or Jester, one or both 
depending on if they’d all bunked together and how they’d arranged themselves. Sometimes 
they’d stay up with her, sometimes they’d sooth her, other times she just... needed to be 
alone. Tonight was one of those ‘other times’. When Jester muttered a sleepy question as the 
monk slid out of bed, Beau quieted her with a soft kiss, then crept out of the room. 


She was pretty damned good about ignoring her past, pushing it out of her mind. Out of sight, 
out of mind. The main reason she tried her best to keep out of the capital. Caduceus didn’t 
approve, neither did Yasha or Jester, but she dealt with it. And when she couldn’t, she hit 
things. 


Which was why her first stop was the training area. It was stupid early in the morning, 
probably still classified as late at night, and Beau worked off the last vestiges of her dreams 
beating the crap out of sand bags. Imagining a blond elf with a smug superiority complex 
certainly lent an extra amount of vindictiveness to her punches. His instructions, the words 


he’d drilled into them during training, echoed in her mind until her knuckles bled and the 
numbness faded into blessed silence. 


It wasn’t too bad tonight, not that Beau would ever admit just how bad her nights got 
sometimes. The sun wasn’t even up yet and she already felt human enough to be around the 
others. Except no one else was up and she didn’t know what to do with herself. Going back to 
sleep wasn’t an option, she had zero appetite for breakfast right now, and she didn’t feel like 
meditating or punching anything anymore. Wandering the halls at the crack of dawn was 
weird as hell, but that was exactly what she found herself doing. 


Which, in turn, led her to finding one shivering Omega curled in the corner of the most 
disused room of the house. 


She froze in surprise, not moving so she wouldn’t scare him. After a few breaths, Beau 
realized he was asleep and she wanted to growl in frustration. He looked fucking cold, the 
temperature had dropped during the night and this wasn’t the most well insulated room. 
Neither was the house in general, but none of them slept alone so it didn’t bother them. 
Except here was this idiot, alone, no blankets, some thin ass shirt... Gods, was he trying to 
freeze to death?! She could see him shivering from the door! 


Beau stalked away, searching for a room with a fireplace. Something to quickly warm up the 
mage. She found one not too far away, same room Fjord had bonded Caleb in a couple days 
ago, judging from the scent on the couch. Muttering complaints and obscenities, Beauregard 
stacked some wood and spent a few minutes calming herself and getting a fire going. 


It took far too long for her liking, the image of Caleb shivering on the floor bugging the shit 
out of her, but eventually the flames were big enough she knew it wouldn’t go out in the few 
minutes it took to retrieve said wizard. Now just how to do that without scaring him to death. 
It was definitely probably a lost cause, and she tried to prepare herself for the ineveitable as 
she jogged back to where she had left him. 


Caleb was still there, still shivering, skin a terrifying level of cold when he reached out to 
touch him. Beau just brushed her fingers across his temple, sweeping his disheveled hair back 
as he spoke softly. “Caleb. Hey, Caleb. Wake up, man, you can’t be comfortable.” 


“Mir ist kalt, Astrid.” Caleb muttered roughly, voice low and mournful. “Wo is Wulf?” 


“T don’t know what that means.” Beau said, concern only growing. She knelt closer beside 
him, leaning against him in hopes her body warmth would coax some kind of consciousness 
from the Omega. “C’mon. Got a nice warm fire across the way, some books...” 


She trailed off as Caleb shifted, unfurling enough to snuggle against her with a low purr. 


“Da bist du ja.” He gave a snort into the leg he hugged, muttering again as he continued to 
purr. “Du riechst komisch, Wulf.” 


Beauregard had zero idea what he was saying, only knew that whatever memory or dream he 
was lost in wasn’t bad. He wasn’t scared, definitely wasn’t awake, and she wanted to melt 
hearing the pure delight of his purring. No fear, no pain, just...contentment. 


But he was still too cold for her comfort, she should definitely wake him up. Get him 
somewhere warmer. 


Beau reached over, petting his hair gently as she began to call his name again. Except the 
moment she ran her fingers through the short red strands, he leaned into it, purr increasing in 
volume. All thoughts of waking him or leaving went out the window in an instance. 


Carefully, holding her breath the entire time and feeling way too nervous, Beau slid Caleb 
around so she could lean him against herself. He was still so cold and she curled around him 
like she could be a living blanket. He didn’t flinch, didn’t struggle, just purred happily as he 
snuggled against her. The sound slowed after a few minutes, tapering off, but the Omega 
smelled so fucking content that Beauregard didn’t even mind the new silence. She just 
wrapped her arms around him more securely. 


“Danke, Astrid.” Caleb sighed as the shivers stopped, breath deepening in true restful sleep. 


mre 


Caleb woke slowly, confused to be surrounded by Alpha again, yet the hands on him were 
carefully gentle. There were no aches, no pains, nothing to indicate anything had happened 
during the night. His own memory was fuzzy, dream riddled moments that made little sense. 


“Jester went a little overboard, huh? She does that.” 


Caleb’s heartbeat quickened as he realized this was Beau, and he had to stifle the instinct to 
duck away. That hadn’t worked with Molly last morning, it wouldn’t go well with the monk 
either. He wasn’t sure if she required an answer to her question, but she didn’t grow angry as 
the silence stretched. It was... very strange. Her scent was... so calm and content. Something 
he’d never thought would apply to an Expositor in the first place. He wished he knew what 
he’d done to provoke that reaction, it might come in handy in the future. 


“What does... du... rescht... komish mean?” Beau asked lightly. 


She butchered the words, but it was close enough Caleb could understand. And there was 
really only one source of them. He tensed in her arms, a low whine slipping from him. “I... I 
am sorry, Alpha, I did not... I did not mean it.” 


“Okay, sure, but what does it mean?” Beau pressed, the words muffled a little as she hugged 
closer to take a breath of his scent. 


“Tt... means... you smell strange, or funny.” Caleb answered reluctantly. He braced himself, 
but there was no forthcoming anger, just a little huff of acknowledgement. 


“Who is Wulf?” 


Caleb drew in a sharp breath, scrambling upright and jerking himself away from her with a 
growl. He turned to face her, eyes narrowed as he glared. The growl turned into a near snarl, 
his tone reflecting the fury in his eyes, accenting thickening the words he spat out. “You do 
not get to speak his name.” 


Well, this was different. And Beau stupidly decided to see just how different it could get. 
“Okay, what about Astr-“ 


Beau didn’t get to finish the word, the monk yelping in surprise and rolling to the side to 
avoid the sudden bolt of fire thrown in her direction. She rolled to her feet, cursing and 
holding a ready half crouch as she brought her hands up defensively. “Okay, okay, I get it, 
they-“ 


She was stopped short again as another bolt of red flame streaked toward her, Beau barely 
ducking out of the way. The heat wasn’t intense, the spell not all that strong, but it was 
enough to leave scorch marks on the wall behind her. 


“Knock it off, Caleb.” She growled out, balancing on the balls of her feet. 


Caleb snarled a sharp Zemnian word back at her furiously, sidestepping and lifting his had 
palm up to let a spinning circle of white light form in his palm. He twisted his hand above it, 
speaking a quick arcane word and sending six darts of force streaking toward Beauregard. 


Beau rocked back from the strikes, giving ground from the force of it, but soon darted around 
wide from the mage. She moved without thought and it was to easy to get behind him. A 
breath and a step, a twist of Ki, and Caleb was spinning too slowly to throw another spell. 
She was in his face before he had even drawn breath to speak again. It was effortless to fall 
into her training, a sharp slide she instantly regretted, but could do nothing to prevent. Strike 
silent and swift, don’t give an inch. 


When you fight, you ignore instinct. Control, Beauregard. You are no beast. Use that aspect 
of your opponent against them. 


Easy enough in an Alpha, she had spent enough time unlearning her own instinct that she 
could manipulate another easily. But this was an Omega. New and unknown, something 
she’d never had live practice with. The basics were in all things, however, and incapacitating 
an opponent was the first step to victory. 


She felt disconnected as she hit him, as she watched the Omega jerk to the side from the 
force. He stayed upright as she struck again, the rest of her quick flurry sliding off an arcane 
barrier that sprung up around him. Caleb was still up, still fighting. 


Beau only just stopped herself from taking another swing at him as he stepped away. Caleb 
had no such qualms, arcane words snarled out in anger as he brought his hands together 
before extending them toward her, a torrent of fire rushing forth. Beau didn’t try to dodge, 
remembering her own times sitting in on the mages in training. Caleb didn’t have his 
components, didn’t have an arcane focus, there were few enough spells he could possibly 
throw at her that would do too much damage. 


She cut through the flames, surging forward despite the pain to strike twice, twisting around 
and throwing him across the room in one smooth motion. Caleb’s body struck the shelf on the 
other side, the mage falling heavily to the ground and curling with arms over his head as the 
contents of the shelves rained down on him. 


Beauregard strode forward on autopilot, barely registering the feeling of twisting Caleb onto 
his back, of pinning him with a knee as he bared his throat in surrender. 


“You know. You’re real fucking lucky I’m not Zeenoth.” Beau stated dispassionately, trying 
very hard to reconnect herself with the here and now. There was an Omega submitting under 
her, she Anew that should trigger some instinct, but she just felt a numb coldness. 


Caleb’s face was scrunched and red, so Beau let off a little. He breathed in a gasp of air, 
choking and coughing. Beau was distantly aware she needed help, that being unable to 
discern that she was hurting him was a very very bad thing. She should probably let him go. 
Should get up and back away. Should leave. But she didn’t trust him not to attack again, 
didn’t trust herself not to accidentally kill him if he did. 


He was shaking, breath coming in ragged gasps as he pleaded. All the anger, all the fury, was 
gone from the mage. Beauregard had to stifle the gut reaction to press her advantage. She had 
won, it was enough. No one was keeping score, there was no endgame, no information to 

obtain. None she wanted to extract from him at least. Caleb, of all people, didn’t deserve that. 


Mechanically, Beau stood up and stepped back, tension coiling in her body as Caleb shifted 
on the ground. He didn’t move to cast any spells again, simply rolled over to curl into a low 
bow before her. Very much like that day with Molly, and later when she’d interrupted his 
reading. Beau backed away, unable to take the display for the submissive instinct it was, 
unable to trust the full surrendered. She just knew she didn’t want to hurt him again. 


Beauregard backed out of the room, only turning and running when the Omega was fully out 
of sight. 


Chapter End Notes 


Woof!!! And oops, I did a thing, and it just went crazy. Blame Ceraphi. (But thank you 
for the inspiration, I needed it after the crap show that was my day at work yesterday. ) 


Also, huzza for Beau being the slightly brain washed one in this AU universe? Losing 
herself a little there? 


And Caleb still got some fight in him! 

Translations: 

Dummkopf — Idiot 

Es war tiberhaupt nicht deins. — It wasn’t yours at all. 
Mir ist kalt, Astrid —I am cold, Astrid 


Wo ist Wulf? — Where is Wulf? 


Da bist du ja. — There you are. 
Du riechst komisch, Wulf — You smell funny, Wulf. 


Danke, Astrid — Thanks, Astrid. 


Run 


This was, Caleb supposed, not the worst punishment for disobedience he had ever received. 
Not yet. At least the Alpha was giving him a break, he knew this would not be the end of it. 
His neck hurt, his back hurt, his head throbbed, and given the pain of his short panted breaths 
it was entirely possibly he had broken a rib or two upon impact. Drawing breath to scream 
later was going to hurt just as much as whatever they decided to beat him with. 


It had been a foolish hill to die on, but Caleb could not stand hearing Wulf's name from the 
lips of one of the Cobalt Soul. Not after what they had done. 


He shifted to stand, wincing as a stray shard of glass bit into his palm, blood running down 
his fingertips as he got to his feet. He pressed it to the hem of his shirt, stifling the flow 
before it could drip and stain the floor. 


It didn't do much and, loath as he was to lose the few items of clothing he had, Caleb knelt to 
take the shard of glass to cut a strip from the material. He wound it around his hand tightly, 
checking to be sure he hadn't bled on anything. It was the closest he was going to get toa 
bandage. His pants were sliced up in places from the initial shattering of glass, but he had no 
injuries from that. He didn't bother hoping the pack would allow him his other clothing 
before or after they were through with him. 


Wound dealt with, Caleb began slowly cleaning up the mess he'd made. No sense is giving 
them more reasons to discipline him. He could do nothing for the shattered glass, so he 
simply swept it up with his hands. They shook as he did so, fresh cuts stinging across his 
fingers, the uncovered flesh of his left hand, his wrists when he twitched too badly. He was 
making more of a mess, bleeding on the floor, and he tried his best to wipe it up once the 
glass was cleared away. 


Thankfully, the shelves were easily righted, the books and more sturdy objects easily replaced 
back upon them. A mending cantrip would fix the slight damage on the books, the minor 
tears in the paper. The cost of that would hurt, but should hopefully not add too much pain to 
his discipline. 


Surveying the now cleared room some minutes later, he realized with a sinking stomach that 
there were scorch marks on the wall and floor. Not charred or damaged at least, but 
blackened and very noticeably. The floor was easily covered, would not cost him too much, 
but the wall... 


Caleb moved forward, rubbing at the blackened stone with his cloth covered hand, pressing 
and scrubbing when it did nothing. A haze of fear and panic clouded his thoughts, the mage 
stripping off the remnants of his shirt and trying to use that to clean the stain from the wall. 
Blood soaked the material as he pressed and scrubbed, cuts on his hand bleeding into it, 
mixing with the blackened soot as he tried to clean it. He didn't care about the pain in his 
hands, the aches from where Beau had hit him. 


He knew better than to think it was possible, but if he could just fix this one thing maybe they 
would not hurt him too badly? 


Time was a jumble, but eventually Caleb stepped back to survey his handiwork, shaking his 
head at the horrific result. He had made it worse somehow. He... he couldn't do this, it was 
too much. 


This pack he thought had been nicer, even the Alpha's more patient, but that was a game soon 
to end. The Beta's even part of it, something made obvious by the items in the room he had 
been placed. Not his, never his, Veth's lie about that so apparent now. He had cheated at that 
game, had left. Had attacked an Expositor, and Alpha no less, had broken and damaged their 
things in the process. 


All of that was just today. There was yet still yesterday's misdeeds, and the day prior. The 
Nein had reason enough to torture him for weeks and not run out of things to correct him for. 


What if they decided he was a liability on their mission, decided to leave him at the 
Chatteau? Whether he was working at the brothel or not, it would be no difficulty for them to 
arrange for him to continue to be punished even as they went about their business for the 
King. 


Or what if they left him with Luten for more training? The Archmage would offer if the Nein 
mentioned his misbehavior, might even send him back to Rexxentrum for the duration of 
however long they were at sea. He would be back at the Assembly. If it was revealed he had 
attacked an Expositor, they would send him back to the Cobalt Soul for additional training. 


Caleb backed away from the smeared mess of blood on the wall, breath coming in quick deep 
pants, ribs burning sharply with each one. Fear, panic, terror. Each emotion circled and grew, 
fed off each other. He was running before he knew it, bare feet thudding against the ground 
and sending shockwaves up his broken ribs with each step. 


Caleb only registered he was outside when the biting chill of the morning hit his skin. He 
slowed his steps, looking around and near freezing in place at the overwhelming amount of 
options. This place was in the middle of basically nowhere, a days journey from even the 
smaller local villages, weeks from Rexxentrum. He could get lost out here, could- 


"Fuck, what happened, are you okay?" 


Caleb whirled around to find Molly approaching him, scimitar lodged in a wooden dummy 
behind him with a poorly drawn face on it. Sweat coated Molly's face, vibrant coat missing 
for once. Caleb had completely missed the scent of Alpha, stupidstupidstupid, foolish, and 
cringed as the Tiefling approached, flinching as the Alpha reached out to lightly touch the 
side of his head. 


"I am f-fine, Alpha, it... is ah-" Caleb stammered, answering immediately as taught for all he 
would rather not answer at all. He retreated backwards, eyes casting around for anything that 
might help. 


"You're nowhere near fine, Caleb. What the hell happened?" Molly demanded, stalking 
forward after him. 


He was predatory, was becoming angry, Caleb could see it. That would only grow if Caleb 
answered, and he had lying now to add to his list of things to be punished for. 


Something brushed his foot as Caleb stepped back again. Looking down, he felt he could 
have cried at the overwhelming relief. He stooped down to grab the little cocoon, uncaring 
where it had come from, then spun and ran. Caleb ignored Molly's shouts, blood pulsing too 
loudly in his ears to be able to hear the Alpha anyway. He cast the spell quickly, knew 
delaying would give the Alpha time to catch him. He could not hope to win a match of speed 
or strength currently. 


Caleb's form changed midmotion, body growing and shifting, wings extending and flapping 
as the giant eagle took flight. Higher and higher he soared, flying as quickly as he could. Get 
away get away, the fear filtering just as strongly through his polymorphed form. Just run, just 


go. 


He flew for an hour, dipping lower as time wore on until he was skimming just above the 
ground, the grass flashing by in a green blur. Caleb misjudged the timing, even now still too 
swept up in the fear and instinct to just run, too desperate to put as much distance between 
himself and pursuit. He slowed, but his form dropped before he had stopped complete to 
land, sending him tumbling some twenty feet along the ground. His gods given component 
went flying, Caleb's world a white shock of pain from impact and he could not keep track 
which direction it fell. 


Caleb searched for it, or a new one, when he managed to get to his feet. It was fruitless, the 
grass here in the wilds thick and tall, the area expansive enough he could search for days and 
find nothing. And he did not have days, the pack would be hunting him soon enough. Were 
likely already on his trail. On the horizon, however, was the shadows of a forest. He had seen 
it from the air too. There would be shelter there, components, things to forage for, and 
possibly somewhere to hide when the Nein caught up to him. 


Tf. He told himself. If they caught up to him. He had to hold on to some hope, else what was 
the point of this foolish venture. 


Slowly, Caleb began walking. 


He felt every step in his ribs, their pain the main reason he did not unravel the grimy 
remnants of his shirt to put the cloth on against the chill in the air. He did not think he could 
lift his arms enough to put it on. The tumble from the air had made things worse, but there 
was little Caleb could do about it. He could still breath, tasted no blood with each exhale, so 
it was not too bad. 


Fear pushed him on, but fear could only get one so far. Two hours later, the forest ahead now 
a visible treeline, Caleb stumbled on wobbly legs, dropping painfully to the unforgiving 
ground with a yelp. 


The soft grass had given way to more open patches of dirt and rock, shortened by the 
animals of the nearby woods. More things to prick and cut at his bare feet. They stung, 
tingling unpleasantly now he was no longer walking. Caleb rolled onto his back with a groan, 
staring up at the blue sky. He had missed the sunrise, too focused on moving, on his own 
fears playing out the scene of what would occur when- ... if he were caught. 


Everything hurt. Breathing. Walking. Thinking. He wanted to keep moving, flinched at every 
sound as he imagined them having found him already. Impossible though. Slow moving as he 
was, he had a large headstart and it would have taken time for Molly to gather the others. 
Time to find him. Even should one of the clerics know how to scry, that itself took time. And 
was often not accurate or even helpful when trying to determine direction. 


He had time. He had time. Not enough to be laying idle, the minutes passing too quickly 
before he was able to force himself to move again. How long had he wasted already, how 
many minutes closer was the pack. He felt nothing plucking along the bond back to Fjord, no 
anger or fury. That meant nothing so far as Caleb was concerned. Was actually probably a 
bad sign. He needed to move. 


The taste of blood on Caleb's tongue was worrying as he rolled to his knees, but he pushed it 
away and stood up anyway. He was close to shelter, to being able to find somewhere to hide 
and recover. He needed to move. 


His innate ability to keep track of time slipped and faltered as he continued, the hours passing 
in a blur. He was so tired, hurt so much, but only the driving fear of the hunted kept him 
moving. The world turned sharp and clear again as his feet splashed into icy cold water, and 
Caleb stopped as he found himself ankle deep in a gently flowing stream. 


Water. 


It was no more that six or seven feet across, looked to be not even knee deep at the deepest 
section, and it was cold. Cold and crisp and Caleb realized he was parched. The water felt 
like blessed heaven on his sore feet, so he remained in it as he stopped to take a drink. He 
lifted handful after handful of water, his injured palm curled to brace his midsection as he 
drank. 


He waded across the stream once finished, ribs screaming at him as he straightened. The pain 
threatened to empty his stomach, but he managed to resist. Evaluating the sights around him 
was a decent distraction as he left the stream behind him. 


Caleb was well within the forest now. He had no name for it, had not even seen a map of the 
area in the first place, and had no idea what else was around. He wasn't sure whether to hope 
for a village or not. A small settlement would be preferable. Easier to feel out their 
disposition, scent if there were Alpha's. 


Escape when the pack caught up. 


He shuddered as he trudged forward, tripping more often now thanks to the sharp branches 
on the forest floor, the exhaustion eating at him. Thirty minutes of walking later found him 


bracing one hand on a tree as he lost the battle with his stomach, retching up the water from 
earlier. 


It wasn't a good sign, he knew it wasn't, and he chuckled a wet painful laugh at the thought of 
dying out here in the middle of the forest. He was so stupid. Should not have been so rash. 


His hand slid from the rough bark of the tree as his feet automatically began moving again. 
He was so tired, each breath painful, even the beat of his heart felt painful, but he still kept 
moving. It was all he had right now. Everytime he stopped, or thought of stopping, there was 
always that ‘what if of the pack catching up to him. 


He moved on autopilot, each step a labor, and once again Caleb completely missed the scent 
of Alpha. The sound of his name behind him brought him to a halt, ice freezing his gut and 
stopping his breath for a moment. He turned in an almost dreamlike stupor, blinking in 
shocked terror at Mollymauk standing there, bloodied and a little scratched, panting as if he'd 
been sprinting for some time now. 


Fuck. 


"Caleb!" 


Blessedly, thank all the fucking gods old and new, the Omega stopped. Molly didn't know 
what he would do if the man didn't. The mage looked like hell, multitudes worse than when 
he had originally seen him this morning. 


Blood matted one side of Caleb's head, his lip split and bleeding, and the beginning of a black 
eye were a injuries he had noticed before. New was the scrapes along his face, the mottled 
bruising on his ribs and chest, scrapes along the skin there as well, and a generous coating of 
dirt and debris. 


But he was alive. 


Molly had watched with a mix of shock, anger, and a little bit of impressed admiration, as 
Caleb polymorphed himself and flew away. Except he was already hurt, had no clue about the 
area, and would very possibly get himself killed. So, Molly had run after him, thoughtless 
and instinctual, had kept his eyes on the bird for as long as he could and just ran. 


Too soon the large eagle form had vanished from sight, but Molly persued anyway. He had to 
slow down after a while, panting at the exertion of running full tilt for so long. He still 
pressed forward though, worried about Caleb, about what was going on. The mage's blood 
was on his palm from where he'd touched him earlier, and Molly used that as a focus to track 
him. 


It was a thin connection for a while, hard to follow and concentrate on, but after an hour it 
strengthened. Molly put two and two together and assumed Caleb was human again. Oddly 
enough, stayed that way, so he guessed. The trail didn't weaken again anyway. 


And now here he was, pale and shaking, a damned nasty bruise spreading across his ribs and 
stomach. The skin had darkened over the day and Molly winced to think how expansive the 
bruising would be by days end. 


"Caleb." He repeated, softer this time as he stepped forward, holding up his hands placatingly 
and hoping there wasn't about to be a repeat of this morning. 


Caleb didn't move, stood watching him with wide eyes, a blank terror. The scent of it put him 
on edge. 


"Hey, you worried me. What's going on? Where... where is your shirt? You left without even 
shoes." Molly asked, trying to bring his breathing back under control. "Why-" 


Molly cut off, blinking in surprise as Caleb unwound the filthy cloth around his hand, 
shaking it out to reveal the tattered remains of his shirt. Okay, one question answered, a strip 
of the thing falling to the forest floor. Molly's eyes narrowed seeing the deeper wound on the 
Omega's hand. 


The gash wasn't too deep, but looked inflamed and irritated. The wound was filled with grime 
and flecks of cloth, the flesh around it red and beginning to swell. Molly stepped forward, 
reaching out to hold Caleb's wrist carefully as he inspected the injury. It needed cleaned and 
treated before it became infected. Was probably well on the way to that honestly. Answer 
could wait a minute, would wait a minute. He needed to take care of Caleb. 


"Come on." Molly sighed, turning to lead the Omega back the way he had come. The stream 
was scarcly twenty minutes walk, maybe thirty with how slowly Caleb was able to move. It 
was a clearer area, more defensible, and Molly figured that was probably the best place to 
take a moment to look Caleb over more fully. 


Caleb followed behind him, Molly never letting him go. He wasn't about to risk the mage 
trying to dash off and hurt himself. He looked like shit enough and, if the state of the mottled 
bruise and misshapen skin on his chest were anything to go by, had more than one broken 
bone. 


They moved slowly, though Molly was more worried about the glassy eyed look of terror that 
still remained on Caleb's face than the length of time the journey took. He wanted to reassure 
Caleb, but honestly didn't know what to say. He still didn't know what had happened, how the 
Omega had been hurt in the first place. His quick flight and continued run hadn't done him 
any good either. 


Caleb was the first to speak as they eventually came back to the stream, a low whine leaving 
him. "P-p-please, Alpha, p-please..." 


"I'm just going to clean your hand, okay?" Molly assured, looking at the man in concern. He 
sounded terrified. More than. Yet he still followed, didn't try to get away. 


Molly was as gentle as he could be. He helped Caleb to sit beside the water, the Omega's 
breath hitched as he shivered and trembled. He was afraid, though if it was of anything 
specific or just Molly in general, the Tiefling had no idea. He put the Omega's hand in the 


water, speaking softly as he cleaned it, trying to distract Caleb. Calming him would be nice, 
but seemed off the cards at the moment. 


"Nasty cut, but doesn't look too bad. I've seen worse. Done worse to myself. You'll be fine, 
you'll see." He spoke in a low smooth tone, clearing the grit from the wound, speaking over 
the low terrified whimper from Caleb. He regretted causing him any more pain, however 
unavoidable and necessary it was. "You made it pretty far, but even if we rest here for a while 
we can make it home before dark. Everyone is going to be worried, but it's okay. They won't 
be mad. I'm not either, okay, and no one will hurt you." 


Molly lifted Caleb's hand from the water, giving him a long look. He needed a bandage, but 
Molly wasn't so sure about letting him go. "Hold still and please don't run off again, okay? 
You're not in any condition to be going off in the middle of nowhwere." 


Molly waited for Caleb to nod, the Omega even going so far as to bare his neck in 
submission. He flinched as Molly reached to pet him in acceptance with his free hand, so the 
bloodhunter pulled back. He let go of Caleb, the mage not moving and even holding his hand 
outstretched towards Molly. Unexpected, but helpful, so Molly said nothing. 


He hadn't brought any bandages, hadn't brought anything at all, so he used his claws to tear 
his own shirt into a long strip, folding up the remains for later. 


Caleb was looking pale and horrified when Molly glanced back up at his face, but still didn't 
move as Molly took his wrist again. He flinched and cringed as Molly purred lowly in 
approval, whining in terrified submission, so Molly fell silent. It made Molly uneasy. Caleb 
had been calmed by purring before, now it frightened him? But the Omega still remained 
where his was, not fighting to get away as Molly carefully bound the injury, wrapping the 
makeshift bandage around and around his hand tightly. 


"It's not the best." Molly began to speak into the silence as he worked, tail flicking behind 
him anxiously. "I don't usually do the whole bandaging thing. Always just let it bleed til it 
stops. All things heal eventually. The rest of them insist though, even Yasha, that this way is 
better. Less scars, which I guess I can admit is true." 


Molly wasn't sure if his words helped or made things worse, but he still spoke to cover up the 
silence and sounds of fear from the Omega. The scent was suffocating, hadn't changed from 
when he'd first found Caleb, and it was... hard to keep his instinct in check. He reached up to 
turn Caleb's head, dipping another torn peice of his shirt in the water to begin clearing away 
the blood. 


"As you can see, I spent a lot of time without that advice." Molly continued, pausing to 
gesture as his bare torso and all the scars there. "And before you get all concerned, they're all 
from the magic I use. Like I told Jester, it's not the Moonweaver that gives me my abilities. I 
just like her." 


Molly chuckled, guilt stopping the noise when Caleb flinched again. He wrung out the cloth, 
now stained with red, then re-wet it to continue. "I learned it after leaving home. A nice way 
of putting it, but I won't burden you with that sob story. Fell in with a rough crowd, they 
knew this thing called Hemocraft. Took to it like a fish to water. I had a lot of anger back 


then, lot of ambition. Foolish ideals. Long story short, got in to trouble with the Assembly, 
lost my mind for a little while, and those assholes brought me back." 


Molly sat back as he found the wound on Caleb's head superficial enough, thank the gods. He 
had no idea how to treat anything other than simple cuts. His only answer to the ribs was rest. 
Then getting home to the clerics. 


"There now. Best I've got in me. What say we rest for a bit, then get you back home so Jester 
and Caducues can fix my shitty handiwork." 


The sentiment didn't comfort Caleb, the mage still sitting tense and trembling, looking 
carefully away. Still so terrified, hand clenching tightly enough Molly could smell fresh 
blood. His shoulders were hunched and it couldn't be easy to breath that way, had to be 
painful. "Here. Come here, lay down, rest. It's safe enough here for the time being. On your 
back." Molly offered softly, clarifying when Caleb shifted as if to just throw himself prone on 
his face in front of Molly. He guided Caleb into what was hopefully a somewhat more 
comfortable position, laying the Omega's head in his leg as a pillow. 


He couldn't not touch, not when Caleb shivered and bare his throat, smelling of abject fear 
and resignation. "Just rest, that's all, Love. I promise. I won't do anything to you. Won't ask 
for anything. Just that you rest." 


Molly's fingers, claws carefully not touching Caleb's skin, were soft on his face. Soft and.... 
terrifying. Caleb knew this gentleness was a ruse, a lie to make him obedient. A game, 
always a game, and this was no different. Their games were lies. Lies that he could do 
something. Lies that actions would not be punished. Lies that he was worth being able to call 
aroom his. Lies. And he believed them, had wanted it to be true. To be cared for, to have an 
Alpha's honest approval without the sharp quality of expectation or pain. Or humiliation of 
that approval come from a physical satisfaction rather than approval over Caleb at all. 


Even the purring had to be a lie, had to just be a growl as he had originally known. An odd 
one, yes, but Alpha's didn't do nice things. 


It was a little easier to breath laying down at least. Painful still, but less sharp. 


"Tell me what happened." Molly ordered, tone too soft for Caleb to tell if he was angry. He 
couldn't scent any anger at least, but knew that wasn't always a good indicator of whether he 
was about to be punished. 


He answered quickly, not quite lying with his reply. "I displeased the Expositor." 
"Beau?" Molly quiestioned, tone dubious. "Beau did this?" 
"Yes, Alpha." 


"And... that's why you decided to run off?" Molly questioned, disbelief so thick in his voice 
that Caleb cringed. This wasn't going to work. He'd already lost this game. "How about we 
try again and you tell me what actually happened?" 


"I h-had displeased-" Caleb's words faltered and stopped at Molly's irritated growl, flinching 
under the Alpha's hands. 


"The truth, Caleb. Beau wouldn't just get mad and hit you." Molly said sternly. 
"I attacked her." Caleb replied, voice breaking as he looked away at the admittance. 
"You- .... why?" Molly asked. 


This Caleb would not answer, staying resolutely silent. Bad enough Beau knew of them. 
Whether she knew just their names or their history as well, Caleb did not know. But he would 
not tell this Alpha about them. 


"Look, if you don't want to answer..." Molly began, and Caleb braced himself for the Alpha's 
anger. Molly's tail swept against him, slapping lightly at his side just shy of being painful. A 
sure sign of the Alpha's irritation. 


Molly's fingers gripped his chin, turning his head as he continued. "Look at me, hey. No, look 
at me. That's not good, you can't- Beau's been through a lot of fucked up stuff too, okay. And 
I dont even know about half all of it, but fighting her... especially on your own, being new, 
that's not safe. We're supposed to be a pack, we don't hurt each other." 


"Please." Caleb begged, afraid the hand at his neck would soon stop his ability to draw 
breath. Would choke and hurt and cut. He would beg forgiveness while given the 
opportunity. "Please Alpha, I am sorry, please." 


"No, Caleb, that's not-" Molly began, frustration in his voice and in his scent now. 


Caleb knew all his overdue punishments would be meted out soon, knew this was only the 
beginning, but he tried to plead leniency anyway. He shifted, attempting to sit up, to roll onto 
his knees and beg mercy. 


"No!" Molly snarled the word, voice dropping down to a low base grow] as he put a hand on 
Caleb's shoulder to keep him still. 


Caleb went limp, laying back and submitting with a whine as Molly leaned over him. Molly 
growled again, unappeased by Caleb's surrender, and the Omega trembled as he waited. But 
Molly still didn't hit him, didn't beat him as most Alpha's would have done many times over 
by now. His tone was still low and laced with a growl, but lacking the heat of anger. "What 
do you need to do the polymorph spell." 


Not a question, a demand. No room for lying or deception, and Caleb preferred skip the part 
where he tried and was backhanded for his efforts. "A cocoon, if it pleases you Alpha." 


Molly looked up and around at the trees not far away, then back down at Caleb. "Stay here." 


Molly stood up, giving one long look at Caleb, then turned and ran towards the trees. His 
dumb, idiot, brilliantly stupid Omega. Broken ribs and bruised to hell and he s‘i// tries 
twisting around to beg for forgiveness when Molly wasn't even mad. 


Yes, he was a little mad now, frustrated most of all, and probably way too deep in his own 
instincts to be healthy for either of them. But the scent of fear, pain, and blood from the 
Omega had his skin crawling. He needed to fix it, needed to comfort the Omega. Fjord was 
probably crawling up the wall by now, especially if he tried feeling along the bond right now. 
And maybe he was and that's why every instinct in Molly demanded he get his injured 
packmate back to the safety of the group. Bonus, the clerics who could erase the pain with a 
single touch. Caleb had shifted forms once, could probably do it again and get them back in 
just a couple hours. 


Hopefully his changed form wouldn't be injured like his current. 


It took longer than he would have liked, in the middle of the damned forest even, to find a 
cocoon. He was wary of going too far, or leaving Caleb defenseless. Wary also of taking too 
long and risking Caleb running again. The Omega was fucking terrified. Rightfully so, he'd 
attack Beau and gotten the shit kicked out of him as a result. Molly wished he could be mad 
at Beau, but he knew enough to know she wouldn't have been herself when it happened. He 
just wished he knew what had caused it. If nothing else to keep from accidentally touching on 
that same sore spot himself. 


The pack knew each other and their secrets enough to keep from hurting each other, to not 
touch too close to past hurts. Even if Molly was an asshole and got too close sometimes. 
Caleb didn't know that about them, and they didn't know that about him. Not yet. 


Molly hurried back, already working himself up into a froth imaging Caleb was already gone. 
He'd never find him this time, not out here. He'd washed the mages blood off his hands 
already cleaning his injuries, anything still stained with blood either thrown away and lost or 
used as a bandage. 


Thankfully, Caleb was still by the stream, the wizard starting to get up the instance he saw 
Molly. It was instinct to growl a warning, Molly worrying the damage Caleb would do if he 
weren't careful with how he moved. The mage dropped back down quickly, painfully if the 
yelp he let out was any indication. He cringed away from Molly when the Tiefling came to 
kneel beside him, speaking in a quick whisper. "J-jester messaged me, a-asking where I had- 
had gone. I told her you had retrieved me, we were g-going back." 


Molly frowned as the description, shaking his head. "There are better places to run away too, 
I can show them to you later. But into the middle of nowhere, injured? Not the best plan. 
Here..." 


Molly reached out to help him sit up, handing him the cocoon at the same time. "This work? 
And will casting the spell hurt you? The sooner we get back the sooner they can heal you, but 
if it causes more damage we can just walk." 


Molly really really didn't want to, it would take all day and he wanted Caleb healed now. But 
he would choose the less painful option, preferably let Caleb choose but that wasn't likely to 
happen. 


"It would not cause harm, Alpha." Caleb answered immediately. 


Molly hummed to himself as he considered whether to beleive it, but ultimately nodded. "If 
you don't mind flying us back then?" 


Caleb nodded agreement and Molly helped him to his feet, the mage speaking a few arcane 
words, tracing his fingers through the air as he held the component to his chest. In a matter of 
seconds he bore the form of the giant eagle, the bird shaking and floofing his feathers 
nervously as he regarded Molly. 


He was a lot bigger now, Molly noticed with some trepidation, concerned once again Caleb 
might run. Or bite. That beak looked wicked. But he only shrank down, chortling in fear and 
closing his eyes as Molly reached for him. The feathers were pillow soft as Molly stroked his 
head, fingers trailing along as he moved to climb on the birds back. He wasn't risking letting 
Caleb hold him in his claws. Much as he liked the Omega, wanted to trust him, that wasn't 
possible right now. 


"Let's go home, Caleb." Molly instructed, and Caleb obeyed. 


Adrift and Home 
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Fjord was jerked out of sleep by the overwhelming feeling of all-consuming fear and panic. 
He was soon rolling and tumbling from the bed as his heart raced. He hadn't felt this way 
since that one time Beau had nearly died. It was disorienting and he wasn't sure the source, 
knew only for certain one of his pack was scared and needed help. 


"Molly-" He began, getting to his feet and stopping short as he realized the tiefling was not 
there. Which did nothing for his own growing sense of panic. 


He wouldn't go after the kings men again, he'd understood why he couldn't, Molly wouldn't 
lie to him. But he was gone, again. 


Fjord scrambled to dress, hair still disheveled as he threw open the door to his room and 
strode into the hall. It was late in the morning, later than he normal slept. 


His mood did not improve finding Beauregard missing, and considerably worsened finding 
Caleb missing. The only ones who showed up to his shouting were Veth, Yezza, and 
Caducues (with Luc riding piggyback). Fjord did his best to contain his stress, plucking Luc 
from the clerics back and kneeling down to be eye to eye with him. 


"Hey, Luc, could you do me a great big favor?" 
Lucs eyes went a little wide, smile curling across his face. "Yeah, what is it?!" 


"Jester and the others are hiding out here in the house, and it's really important that I talk to 
them. Think you could find them?" Fjord asked, keeping his tone light and excited. 


"Yeah! I'm the best at hide and seek!" Luc agreed enthusiastically. 
"Great! One, two, three, go!" Fjord counted quickly, the boy dashing off before he'd even 


finished. Fjord immediately straightened, turning to Veth as soon as he was out of sight. 
"Please tell me you know where they are." 


Veth shook her head. "I don't. But Molly wouldn't just run off again like that." 


She didn't need to ask who he was talking about, who he suspected was the ringleader. His 
calling the Tielfing's name was hint enough. That Caleb hadn't answered was worrying if 
itself. The Omega wouldn't ignore Fjord calling, even if the other three might have. 


"Maybe, but Caleb's gone, and if he got Jester on his side too, and Beau and Yasha, we won't 
be catching up to him anytime soon." Fjord said, running a stressful hand through his hair. 


"Caducues, do you know that scrying spell? Like Jesters used before?" Yezza asked. 
Fjord held his breath, thanking the Wildmother when Caducues nodded. 


"I do. I can certainly try and find one of them. It will take a while to do the spell." Caduceus 
agreed, already heading back to his room for the things he needed, the rest of them following. 


"Look for Molly, you know him better than you do Caleb." Veth advised. "I really don't think 
Jester would have gone with him, or the other two." 


That worked fine for Fjord, he was anxious to get any news that Molly was okay. He couldn't 
feel that same fear along any of the bonds between them anymore, though it was hard to tell 
from Caleb. The Omega was always terrified. The most he could reassure himself with was 
that all of the pack were alive. 


"Looked like he was running." Caduceus told him ten minutes later, Fjord, Veth and Yezza 
gathered around him in his room. 


"But he's okay?" Fjord pressed, relieved when the firbolg nodded. Good, he could kill him 
when he got back... "Are the others with him?" 


Caduceus shook his head. "No, he looked alone." 
"Fuck. Okay, what about Caleb? Can you try the spell on him?" Fjord asked. 


Caduceus nodded, starting over again. Ten more minutes in which Fjord felt like crawling out 
of his skin. Years, agonizing years, all in ten minutes. Worse was the surprised "huh" from 
the cleric as the spell ended. "Well?" Fjord asked impatiently. 


"I couldn't see him at all." Caduceus admitted. 
"What?!" Veth yelped, jumping to her feet. "Is that bad? That's bad, isn't it." 


Yezza stood up to try and calm her, patting her shoulder soothingly. "I'm sure he's okay Veth, 
you'll find him." 


"Yes, we will, we'll search around and... which way did he go? Caddy, where was Molly 
going, he was probably following him right? He-" 


"Hey, you guys." Jester's greeting interrupted Veth, the blue tiefling following Luc into the 
room. "So, first, I just want to say Beau says she is really sorry, her and Caleb had a little 


scuffle, and she isn't feeling so great. Yasha's with her right now, but I'm-" 
"She got into a fight with Caleb? Why?" Veth cried. 


Jester shook her head. "She won't tell me. Just that it was an accident. She's okay though, and 
is very sorry she didn't come find someone, and says someone should probably check on 
Caleb." 


Fjord groaned, putting his face in his hands. This just went from bad to worse. Jester was 
never this level and calm, so Beau had to be in a bad way. Which meant Caleb was likely... 
"Jester, we can't find Caleb." 


".,.Oh." Jester said after a long pause. "That's not good." 


"Jester can you message him? Make sure he's okay? Caducues tried to scry on him but he 
couldn't see anything and that'd bad I know it is will you send him a message??" Veth spoke 
in a rush, not pausing for breath as she dashed over to Jester. 


Jester was already holding her symbol of the traveler, eyes closing as she concentrated on the 
spell. 


"Hey Caleb, are you okay? Where are you? We are all really worried. Do we need to come 
find you?" 


Jester took a slow breath after waiting a moment and, for a split second, Fjord worries she 
would say that her spell had also failed. Her answer wasn't exactly the relief he wanted it to 
be. 


"He says he is sorry, Molly has retrieved him, they will be headed back soon." Jester 
repeated, nose wrinkling in distaste. "Man, we gotta do something about that. He sounds like 
he thinks he's our prisoner or something. Retreived ... yeesh." 


"Thank you Jester." Fjord breathed. He wasn't completely at ease,wasn't even a little calm. He 
was still too keyed up and ready to do something. That sense of fight or flight hadn't faded in 
the least, wouldn't until he saw Molly and Caleb here safe and unhurt. 


Jester slipped off back to Beau, promising to send Yasha in case they needed someone to find 
her again (she refused to let anyone follow her back to Beau's safe hideaway). Caduceus 
promised to be close by, Luc claiming his attention in the meantime. Yezza went back to his 
lab after instructing Luc to be good, listen, and come find him if Caduceus got called away. 


Fjord went outside and paced, waiting anxiously for the two wayward members of the Nein 
to return. Veth watched with him, eyeing Molly's scimitar with worry. That was also 
something that was driving Fjord crazy. Both those idiots had left unarmed. Molly's second 
blade was still in their shared room. 


The sun was well in the sky before Veth pointed out the giant bird heading in their direction. 
Soon, but not soon enough, the large brown falcon was landing, Mollymauk leaping 


effortlessly to the ground. Not hurt, Fjord noted with relief. No more than a rough day of 
travel would do. They were fine. 


"Just wait a minute, okay, don't change-" Molly was saying, speaking in a soothing tone to 
the polymorphed wizard. He stopped as Fjord jogged closer, attention shifting. "Hey. Sorry, 
sorry, I didn't think to get any of you, things happened in a hurry. Is Caduceus close by? We 
kinda need him." 


Fjord looked over, seeing Veth already darting back to the house, so turned his attention to 
the two of them. "What happened? Molly, are you hurt? Is he hurt? How bad? What 
happened?" 


Molly hadn't taken his hand off bird-Caleb, in fact buried his fingers more securely in the 
feathers as the mage shifted his weight. "I'm not hurt, not really, few scratches from a tumble 
down a little hill. Caleb though, he needs some looking after. I'm not sure what all really 
happened, but apparently he and Beau got into it." 


"So we were told. Beau's off hiding. Jester won't say where." Fjord muttered in complaint. 
The way Molly stressed his words said he at least had an idea, might have been told even, but 
wasn't so sure about facts. Gods at this rate they were going to be woefully unprepared for the 
Revelry, for keeping Caleb safe. They couldn't even protect him here... 


Further discussion and questions were stalled by the doors to the house swinging open as 
Veth, Caduceus, and Yasha all headed over the join the other three. 


"I let Jester know they made it back safe." Veth informed them, glancing over at Yasha. 


Fjord hummed, guessing that the monk still wasn't up for being around people if Jester hadn't 
come running to see their arrival for herself. 


"He's a lot beat up and it.... didn't go great when he dropped form the first time." Molly 
warned them, steeling his own self and turning to Caleb. "Don't fly away again, okay? I'm 
going to back up and you can drop the spell so Caduceus can heal you, okay?" 


Gods, he hated that Caleb had to go through this. But better here instead of his condition 
having worsened with them still hours away from home. Molly drew a slow breath, letting 
his hand slide away from Caleb as he took a few careful steps away, moving to stand beside 
Yasha. 


Caleb's form folded back into human, the Omega crying out and dropping to his knees at the 
renewed pain, sharper than before. There was blood in his mouth, a particular burning 
sensation to every draw of breath, and his cough was wet with blood as he forced himself to 
stand before Molly could reach him to jerk him upright. He didn't want this to have to hurt 
anymore than was already coming to him. 


"Fuck, Caleb..." Molly snapped, and Caleb cringed. He stepped back, legs buckling, but 
Molly was quickly beside him and keeping him upright. "Gods, shit, I'm sorry, Caddy! Yasha, 
will you-" 


None of what Molly was saying made sense to Caleb. Molly's hands didn't hurt him and 
Molly didn't seem to be shouting at him. Yasha was suddenly there as his other side, and it 
was certainly easier to stay standing, though breathing was becoming an issue right now. But 
Caduceus was coming toward him and all Caleb knew was they were holding him still and 
Caducues was going to make him hurt. 


Panic overrode the clerics soft assurances, Caleb hearing only mockery in the apologetic 
tone. The beta was going to set his ribs and Caleb didn't know what that meant, but he knew 
it would be painful, was a precursor to the agony that always followed when he was bad. 


"Please. Please, please-" Caleb begged, weak and unintelligible as Caducues reached towards 
him, struggling to breath through the blood in his throat. Molly and Yasha were like 
immovable mountains at either side, holding him for the cleric. 


He tried to back away anyways, desperate and terrified. He choked on a plea, crying out at 
the pain lancing sharply through him as the firbolg pressed firm palms to his ribcage. He 
gasped a whimper at the feeling of bone on bone, a sickening shifting that somehow made it 
harder to breath momentarily. He coughed more blood, but his next breath was easy, pain 
fading in a cool soft sensation. Caleb shivered as Caduceus ran his hand from one side of his 
torso to the other, anticipating the rough drag of nails digging in to the still tender flesh. The 
cleric was careful to leave him unmarked, though Caleb did not know why. 


He couldn't keep from shaking, breathing quick and sharp, blessedly painless now, as 
Caduceus drew back a bit. Caleb glanced with wide eyed terror at the Alpha's on either side, 
then to Fjord close by. He stopped struggling, trying to show them he could be good. "I'm 
sorry, please. Please, I've learned my lesson, I'll be good. I swear, I'm sorry." 


Please let that be the end, please let it stop there. He couldn't tell how angry they were, could 
not tell anything through the distress and fear in his own scent. 


"Do you have any other injures?" Caduceus asked, Caleb's gaze snapping back to him. "I 
only-" 


No, no no no, please no. Please, he didn't want it to hurt anymore. 


"I am fi-" Caleb spoke quickly, risking the cleric striking him for cutting him off. Better a 
blow than whatever he had planned. Anything if only to make this end sooner, but Molly 
quickly interrupted his attempt. 


"His hand." 


Caleb flinched, curling the injured appendage close to himself. As if that would do any good. 
They wouldn't take it from him, they needed him for the teleportation spell, but broken bones 
hurt. And now he knew pain was part of the healing. Worse if they left him broken until they 
wanted his magic. Fingers twisted and shattered, left until he was useful, the sharp burning 
paid of setting them soothed away by magic. And what if they just kept repeating the 
process? 


"C'mon, cooperate with us here Caleb." Molly chided, hand sliding down his arm and tugging 
his injured palm forward. "We're just trying to help. It already looked infected." 


It was all Caleb could do not to fight the guiding pressure, whining in terror as Molly 
growled again, a low rumble that stopped quickly. And Molly still wasn't hitting him, why 
did he keep growling if he never beat his Omega for having cause displeasure in the first 
place? 


There was a hollow ringing starting in Caleb's ears as Caduceus took his hand, Molly's voice 
dim and distant. He wasn't sure what the Alpha said, but Caleb's breath slowed, pain a distant 
feeling he just barely acknowledged. He barely registered a question coming from the 
Firbolg, tension in him fleeing as he nodded automatic agreement. Caleb spared a hope that 
whatever the Beta had said he wanted to do wouldn't hurt too badly. 


He wasn't sure whether it did or not. The cleric's hand cupped his, unwrapping the blood 
soaked material that was once Molly's shirt. It had terrified him watching Molly destroy it 
because of him, terrified him still. Another question came his way, Caleb nodding obediently 
in agreement though he still didn't know what was said. 


Fingers brushed his palm, a gentle warmth coming from the soft touch. 
Another question, another nod of agreement. 


A hand touched his face, but Caleb couldn't tell whether it added hurt or took pain away. He 
only register a dim glow, there and gone, before Caduceus was stepping away, his words 
washing unheard over Caleb. He kept his eyes down, following his training, submitted to the 
Alpha's when they addressed him, following his instinct. Moving was difficult, sluggish, but 
he did as told. 


Everything was hazy. He was still scared, terrified and drowning in the fear, but Caleb's body 
wouldn't react anymore. He didn't flinch, didn't struggle. He breathed, he obeyed, but little 
else. There was just a blank void, a nothing. He was the nothing. Nothing but fear and terror 
and a deep endless expectation of pain. It would hurt soon, he had been so very bad. Had 
broken the rules. Worthless useless Omega. Could not even accept his place, could not simply 
be good. He was stupid, useful for only one thing. Was bad at even that. 


When they were finished dealing their own corrections, the pack would send him back to 
Rexxentrum for more training. The Assembly would deal with his disobediences, would beat 
it into him again and again, would make him watch as others screamed because of his 
incompetence. In slow painful detail they would impress upon him the importance of 
listening, of doing as told without delay. 


Worse would be the Cobalt Soul. She would be there, sharing in the pain of his failure. Astrid 
would pay for his attack against one of their expositors. He would pay too, in pain and blood, 
but seeing it taken out on her would be worse. Punishment, then more training. More pain, 
humiliating and never ending, teaching him to be a better Omega. As if that wasn't already all 
he wanted, as if he didn't already want to be- 


Good 


Caleb tilted his head, the word filtering through the static. The scent of Alpha surrounded 
him, the scenery changed to a warm sitting room, all the rest of the aches and pains in his 
body had vanished. He whined a question, certain the word was not for him, confused by the 
light growling in stark contrast to the praise. Three separate tones, rising and falling in 
rhythm to a soft humming. It was strange. There was no anger in the air, the tones somehow 
stemming the tide of fear in his stomach enough he could register his surrounds. That 
instinctive part of him responding. 


Caleb soon discovered that there was a small bundle in his lap, tiny arms wrapped around 
him and messy brown hair ticking his collar. Luc, he realized. 


And the rest of the pack gathered around as well. 


Caleb very much wished not to be here, to drift in whatever headspace had gotten him here 
without bringing the packs anger upon him. He very much did not wish to face their wrath. 


Luc sat up, meeting his gaze for a moment then looking at the Alpha behind him. "He's all 
scared again, tell him he's being good some more, it helped." Luc demanded, then turned his 
attention back to Caleb. "You're doing awesome, mom says so too." 


That made little sense, neither did how Fjord obeyed the young pup and leaned closer to 
speak a low gentle praise in Caleb's ear. "You're being good. Doing perfect, we just want to 
sit here all calm, relax for a while. You help, just being here, being relaxed, you're helping. 
You're being good." 


Luc hugged Caleb again, ear pressed to his chest, listening to his heart most likely. A... 
strange allowance on the Alpha's part, it wasn't like any of them needed the boy to monitor 
his fear. That was easily scented, and unwanted it seemed. 


Caleb's eyes skimmed around the rest of the pack, finding much the same relaxed laziness 
that Fjords words hinted at. 


Molly lay tightly curled against Fjord's thigh, tail flicking lazily as the warlocks free hand pet 
the Tieflings hair. There was a slight agitation to the movement of Molly's tail, though none 
of that translated over to the low rumbled not-growl he emitted. That sounds was light and 
content, if a little sad. 


Yezza looked uncomfortable, but not afraid Caleb noted, positioned on Fjord's other side with 
Caduceus beside him. The alchemist had a hand out on Luc and gave Caleb an awkward 
smile when he caught him looking. 


Caleb shifted his focus quickly, unsure and unwilling to break this moment by making a 
mistake. His heart leapt and skipped when he laid eyes on Beau, shivering and melting back 
when the reaction caused Fjord to repeat his praise once more, the Alpha pressing a kiss 
against his temple. 


He was being good, Fjord said as much and wasn't hurting him (even though he had ample 
reasons to do so), which meant it must be true. Luc was here too, unafraid and making 
demands that the Alpha indulged. For now he would be okay, he would ignore the 


unavoidable discipline that would catch up to him eventually, he would be obedient. Alpha 
wanted him to be calm and relaxed. He could do that. Too little, too late, but he could do that. 


It helped that the monk was smothered in between Yasha and Jester. Veth blocked the 
majority of line of sight between Caleb and Beau, and what little Caleb could see told him 
that Beau would have a difficult time freeing herself if she wished to get to him. 


It didn't look like she had any such inclination. Beau lay back against Yasha's chest, eyes 
closed and head tilted back to take in the other Alpha's scent. Jester was like a blanket over 
her, curled around and hugging, tail wrapped around both her mates. The tune was coming 
from her, light and melodic, winding down to its end. 


Veth was more alert than the rest, her attention split between Yeza, Luc, and Caleb. She didn't 
seem worried for her pup, even when Luc popped his head up again and demanded Fjord 
"purr better". 


Caleb's brow furrowed as he looked down at Luc, confused all over again. Why would they 
lie to the boy too? He was too young to truly take part in the game, certainly too young to be 
witness to whatever 'fun' the pack had planned for the end. 


A puzzle for another time, he did not want to let go of the feeling of being good. Did not 
want to remember this was a game, that they would hurt him eventually. 


Caducues was the first to speak, waiting until Jesters tune had come to an end, Yasha and 
Molly going quiet too. Fjord purred still, and despite his disbelief in the sound, it was of 
some comfort to Caleb. Fjord was still leader, an Alpha still in charge and not deferring to the 
soft-spoken Beta. "Caleb, first I want to apologize. I didn't mean to scare you earlier. It was a 
bad injury though, I felt it best to heal you soon as possible. The rest... well, that was a 
misjudgement on my part." 


The apology made Caleb uncomfortable, unsure if it required a response. His tongue felt too 
heavy to speak, anxiety beginning to rise. 


"We heard about what happened. A little, anyway." Caducues continued easily. "Beau won't 
tell us why it happened. Just that it did." 


That surprised Caleb. He wasn't sure what to make of the monk keeping such information 
from the pack. There was no advantage to be gained, unless she just did not wish to share this 
particular game with the others. Which, again, made little sense. 


Veth jumped in, Luc nodding agreement with her words. "You're not in trouble, no one is 
mad. Just worried. It's very dangerous to run away like that." 


"Yeah." Jester added, craning her head to look over. "You should have gone south, much 
safer, less monsters, cute little village you could rest in. And you'd even know some one 
there. Or will, when Nila gets here and you can meet her. She is so super sweet." 


"She should be here in the next day or so." Fjord said lowly. "With some stuff for you. But 
until then, do you have more clothing? Your coat was still in your room, but I didn't see 


anything else." 


"You should really unpack, you know." Jester added. "Make yourself at home and all that. I 
tried to fix it. That room was just so empty, you know, and I just wanted to make it more 
home-y, that's all." 


Her tone was quickly turning down from cheer to disappointment, soon to be displeasure and 
eventually anger, and Caleb found his voice to try and appease her before that. "Thank you, 
for the consideration." 


Jester tilted her head, tone quizzical as she asked. "Don't you like the stuff?" 


Ah. A game he knew well. Humiliating, but not painful if done correctly. He smiled at her, 
the expression brittle and full of anxiety. "I appreciate the opportunity to view, miss. You 
have very nice things." 


"Oh.... I just thought it might make you feel more at home, cuz the room was so empty and 
you only have the one box..." 


Caleb's smile wavered at the note of displeasure in her words, fear spiking sharply. Luc 
perked back up again, reaching up to pat Caleb's cheek. "You don't have to be scared, it's 
okay." 


"Yeah, it's totally fine. And you know you don't just have to look, you can use that stuff too, 
okay? And if you need anything at all, just ask." 


Well that was certainly a trap, but Caleb was pretending they actually cared, so he nodded 
politely. "Thank you." 


"Of course!" Jester chirped, cheerful again. "And Nila is going to bring you your very own 
stuff too!" 


Luc squirmed in excitement, twisting around to look at Jester. "Do you think she'll have 
something for me too?" 


"Now, Luc..." Yezza chided softly. 
"T'll bet that she'll have Asar with her." Veth said, distracting the young halfing. 


Luc cheered and bounced, Veth and Yezza shushing him gently. He lowered his voice, but then 
immediately began telling Caleb all about his bestest friend in the whole world. 


The Omega indulged him easily, happily even. It was sweet how the boy was so open and 
accepting, cared not that he was just an Omega. Wulf would have liked him. 


Luc's stories and descriptions soon slowed and faded, the child curling up at Caleb's chest as 
he grew tired. He didn't quite sleep, still determined to keep an eye on the mage. Or ear, as it 
were. Caleb glanced at Veth uncertainly, but she just smiled, Yezza doing the same when 
Caleb checked that he didn't have an issue with the arrangement. 


It was a peaceful few minutes, Fjord resting behind him and Luc as a tiny little blanket. It 
was unexpectedly Beau who started the conversation that needed to be had. 


"T can't stress enough how bad of an idea it is to randomly attack me, specifically me, with 
random ass spells for no damn reason." Beau said quietly into the lull of conversation. Her 
words were normal but lacked the sarcastic bite. It was eerily monotone. 


Jester nuzzled at Beau's neck from her position blanketing the monk, humming a few more 
bars of the tune from earlier. 


"It's also a bad idea to sneak up on her. Or pounce at her from hiding." Veth added, watching 
the two of them worridly. Beau glanced her way with a nod and Veth relaxed at the 
assurance. 


All things Caleb knew better than to do in the first place, but he nodded agreement and took 
note of the additional rules. 


"Veth doesn't like water." Yeza advised, adding a little more uneasily. "A-and I don't like to be 
trapped...or even jokes about it." 


"Don't touch Yasha's hair without permission. It's a culture thing." Fjord advised, voice a low 
rumble behind Caleb. 


Rules, finally, actual one's that told him what he could not do. So few, and many were already 
those he knew already. Variations on a theme. Don't touch. Don't fight. Don't insult. 


"We all have our own triggers." Caduceus spoke softly into the silence that had grown after 
the last listing. "We want you to know them, to be safe and avoid hurting us in the process. 
And we'd like to know yours too, to return the favor." 


Lies. It was a game of lies and Caleb knew it, as much as his heart longed for this to be true. 
To belong again. They had given rules, plain and simple. It could be nothing else. The 
wording just a play in the game to make him tell them what would hurt him the most. 


"We're not asking you tell us anything right now." Fjord murmmered quietly, so so softly 
kissing Caleb's neck. "We're not even asking you beleive us right now. You're a good Omega. 
Clever. Take as long as you need." 


So soft, so affectionate, the Alpha not stopping the steady flow of care and affection since 
Caleb had come back to himself, and he didn't care that it was a lie anymore. He shifted to 
scent Fjord, a low desperate whine building. He wanted it to be true, wanted the approval, 
the gentleness without any expectation of more. Luc was here, taking anything explicit off the 
table. Beau was distracted, Fjord pleased, and Caleb just wanted it to stay pain free so 
damned much he could have cried. 


"Luc." Veth called, the boy sliding away as Molly unfurled from beside Fjord. 


The young halfling was barely two steps away, Caleb having only a moment of uneasy fear, 
then Molly was curling around him and Fjord both. It was terrifying at first, their twin 


purring still sounding like growls to him, even as he tried to tell himself that it was as Yasha 
had demonstrated. A soothing purr. He wanted to beleive the lie as long as possible. 


Molly made it easier, showering him with the same praise and affectionate touches as he had 
that night camping. Impossibly soft, impossibly gentle, and Caleb wanted so badly to be 
cared for and loved that he gladly accepted it. He leaned back, baring his neck and chirping 
a soft purr when Fjord and Molly both accepted the submission with gentle touches. 


It would be sad when it ended, when the game was over, but for now it was so so pleasant. 
Warm, comfortable, protected. Molly settled from the frantic showing of affection after a few 
moments, fingers stroking idly at Caleb's throat as the Tiefling purred with a soft smile. 
Fjords arm stretched across Caleb, resting on Molly's side and toying with the hem of his 
shirt. 


Luc clambered back atop them a few minutes later, cafeful not to step on any part of Caleb, 
while Veth and Yezza joined each other using Molly's back to brace them. Caducues kept his 
own space, though still part of the group. Jester, Beau, and Yasha rolled their pile over to the 
rest. Beau met Caleb's eyes for a moment, the Omega shrinking back with a sharp breath, 
and Molly growled a low warning as he lifted his head to search out the cause of the Omega's 
fear. 


And Beau stopped and looked away, much to Caleb's relief and surprise. Molly kissed Caleb's 
Jaw, humming a low questioning tone, and Caleb instinctually purred a soft appreciation. 
With the Alpha keeping watch, being so... protective. Over him even. Caleb could not find it 
in himself to worry as Beau scooted closer again, curling herself into the rest of pack as they 
all tried to be as close together as possible. 


Caleb's instinct insisted this was nice, was safe, was pack. Instinct had him wanting to purr, 
to wiggle down until he was blanketed by the pack scent. Learned instinct said to be still, 
escape notice to avoid pain and keep the Alpha's happy. 


Beacuse a pack with an Alpha was not safe, he had learned this, had learned that Alpha's 
were not safe. Except... Molly had just protected him. Maybe not in truth, but he had warned 
Beau away from him just a few moments ago. It bore consideration, at least. 


Some time later, Yezza took a sleeping Luc from Veth, heading out to lay the child down for an 
actual nap. The rest of them sat in silence for a few minutes, then Veth asked. "So, are we 
going to talk about the plan for this mission? We haven't really discussed that yet. Not that we 
know much..." 


Fjord sighed. It was true, they knew little, but that's what they were paid to do, find out more 
information. 


"Caleb's coming with us. That's for certain." Molly muttered, snuggling against the mage. 


"Naturally." Fjord chuckled, heat tilting as he considered. The mage might be know the 
answer to one of their problems, actually. "Speaking of which... Caleb, you know any laws or 
anything might affect you in Nocodranas ?" 


Caleb hesitated, shoulders hunching, but answered after a breath. "I am sorry, Alpha, I know 
very little. I was allowed out rarely. But when there was occasion, Master would use the 
collar, leash, and muzzle." 


"T think we can skip all of those." Fjord replied after a moment, arms wrapping around the 
mage as he bent his head to breath in Caleb's scent. He very much did not like hearing Caleb 
calling anyone Master. Especially not with such fear in his voice. And gods help the one who 
had fucking muzzled his clever Omega. He'd take turns with Molly tearing the bastard to 
pieces. 


"Momma will know more." Jester offered. 


That... was actually a really good idea, Fjord realized. If for nothing else than they needed an 
adult in this situation. More adultier than they were, someone who knew what the hell they 
were doing. 


Fuck it, why not. "How about we leave for Nicodranas after Nila comes by?" 


Chapter End Notes 


Honestly, I feel like I'm just throwing as much hurt and comfort and more hurt, more 
angst, more cuddles, more comfort (ect), at Caleb as I can until I am forced to deliver 
him to Marrion to be taken care of and pampered for all his days. 
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All in all, given the lack of pain and the surprising amount of affection, Caleb was willing to 
label the actions of the pack (even the Alphas) as... nice. He would admit that to himself, 
even as he reminded himself it was a fleeting occurrence. He had to remind himself because, 
if not for the expectation it implied, Caleb might not have minded joining the two Alpha’s 
later, in the safety and warmth of a bed with blankets he was allowed to use. He could only 
dream of such comfort, surrounded by the protective soothing warmth, the scent of a pleased 
Alpha who expected nothing in return for the comfort. Protected him even from the 
nightmares that haunted him. 


But it was just that. A dream. The game was over and here he stood. Or sat, as it were. He 
may have felt wrung out and exhausted, but the day was still young. He had been given food 
and a bath, an actual bath and not an excuse to half drown him. Veth had even allowed him to 
retrieve his last remaining shirt to wear. He could tell she had disapproved of his clothing, 
though besides offering to let him borrow a shirt from one of the others (which he politely 
and with much terror begged she please not go to such trouble) she allowed him wear the thin 
clothes he still had. 


While proper clothing was a tempting offer, Caleb did not want the tangled mess that would 
come with it. Whether she borrowed one from Fjord or Molly, he did not want the implied 
claim that came with it. Nor the possessive behavior and likely jealousy, which would apply 
should he borrow the Beta’s clothing. The same issue also applied to Beau and Yasha, though 
he was less worried about them physically claiming him and more just being angry he wore 
their things. Beau specifically. And no matter anything else, he would still assume Fjord and 
Molly would dislike it because they were interested in him (though why they had not acted 
was still of some confusion). 


Either way, it was not a debt Caleb would willingly place himself into. 


Caleb much preferred to keep the Alphas pleased, which was what they were now 
(somehow). They gave him soft touches and short purrs when they crossed his path, seemed 
to have completely forgiven his attempt to run. It was madness, would go away soon he was 
sure, but he like it. Even Yasha had purred at him, Beau breathing out a huff as the two of 
them passed a freshly cleaned Caleb, but even the monk's touch did not cause pain. 


Once he was cleaned and dressed in the last of his clothing, Jester joined him and Veth. She 
carried an armful of books, Luc in tow, and handed the stack to him with a cheerful grin 
before letting Veth know Yezza was looking for her. Luc wasted no time in begging for a 
story, tugging Caleb along to a sitting room nearby with Jester ushering him along. 


Any initial nervousness at the boy’s request soon faded as Jester made a quick excuse and left 
them alone. Childcare was not something he had been trained to do, but that was obviously 
what his task was at current. He did not mind. Luc was old enough that it really only 
surmounted to keeping him entertained and out of trouble. 


He noticed Veth come by once or twice to check on them, Jester even less stealthily doing the 
same. Luc was oblivious, entranced with the story Caleb read as he sat cross-legged in front 
of the mage. Halfway through the book, the band of hero’s preparing to face a vampire and 
necromancer of all things, Luc interrupted the reading. 


“Caleb?” Luc asked when Caleb paused to turn the page to the next chapter. “Why are you 
scared of Molly and Fjord?” 


Caleb hesitated, making a note of the page number and closing the book. He was well aware 
that anything he said was likely to be repeated, such was the nature of children. Luc meant 
nothing by it, held no darker purpose behind the question, yet Caleb still needed to take care 
how he answered. 


“Not everyone is as kind and thoughtful as you.” He said gently, hoping that would be 
sufficient to distract him. 


Luc shook his head though, that boundless energy of youth now focused on getting an answer 
to his question. “But they’re not everyone. They’re Molly and Fjord. Mom says they’re pack. 
Like family. Haven’t you been part of a pack before?” 


Caleb sighed, the words cutting a little too deep. He had belonged to many packs. Most 
recently here and now with the Nein. But he had only ever felt he could call himself part of 
his first, with the three of them... 


“Ja, once.” 
“Well, where are they?” Luc asked innocently. 


“Gone. Or very far away.” Caleb answered quietly. He shook his head, pushing away the 
nostalgic longing, and instead putting a forced cheer into his voice. “But I am here now, and 
that is that. So, are you done with stories? What do you wish to do next?” 


That distracted the boy, Luc smiling widely as he leapt to his feet. “C’mon, I wanna show 
you the crossbow mom got me!” 


The crossbow, Caleb was relieved to find, was a child’s version. It was surprisingly 
functional, and Luc’s supply of ammunitions ranged from soft darts to dull headed planks of 
wood. Nothing that would cause true damage, but the boy’s sturdier bolts might leave welts if 
aimed correctly. 


Luc grabbed the toy and a fist full of ammo, scurrying over to Caleb. “Let’s play bandits!” 
Caleb hesitated, eyeing the flat wooden bolts with doubt. That sounded like a recipe for 
disaster, with him left to appease the pack should anything be broken. Yet he could not deny 
the boy. “And how is this game played?” 


“It’s easy.” Luc explained, taking Caleb by the hand and leading him towards his preferred 
part of the house to play. “You be the adventurer and I’Il be the bandit. Just go hunting for 
adventure and I’ll come rob you!” 


“And what will you rob me of?” Caleb smiled, teasing softly. “I’ve no gold. Is that not what 
bandits take?” 


“Tt’s just pretend!” Luc laughed. “You get to pretend to have lots!” 


“Oh. Ja, ja, of course, how could I forget. I am the richest king, and you the bandit to relieve 
me of those riches.” Caleb agreed, chuckling along with Luc’s laugh. 


“Yeah! Okay, now you have to go that way so I can sneak up on you.” Luc demanded, 
looking both ways up and down the hall, then diving forward to roll clumsily around a corner. 


Luc was not exactly stealthy, which Caleb was grateful for. If it were his job to look after the 
child, it would do no good to lose him. It also made it easier to see which type of bolts he was 
wielding, so he could prepare to either keep out of the way or let it hit him and pretend ‘die’ 
for Luc to rob him. 


They played for a while, Luc at one point attempting to switch their roles, but Caleb talked 
him into being the one shooting things at people. Best not to tempt fate. Caleb made sure to 
walk a path only where he could see nothing breakable, especially as Luc began using his 
wooden bolts. Caleb also began deflecting the missiles using his shield spell after the first 
one nearly caused him to yelp from the sting. Luc was a good shot and Caleb neither wanted 
to ruin his fun nor make him feel bad. If he had more padding or half decent clothing the toy 
arrows would likely not have hurt at all. 


Luc was enthralled the first time he cast the spell, and every time after. He quickly added a 
demand for magic to the game. 


Caleb was exhausted by the time the boy tired of playing. He had burned through a great deal 
of his arcane abilities, ridiculously pleased by the impressed and ecstatic joy on Luc’s face at 
each demonstration of magic. When Caleb realized he had simply been standing in the hall 
performing magic for Luc, the halfling not even pretending to play his ‘bandits’ game, Caleb 
suggested they find something to eat. Evening was already upon them, and he knew Luc 
should have some dinner before it became too late. 


Luc agreed and, once they had gathered and put away the crossbow and bolts, Luc took 
Caleb’s hand to walk beside him to the kitchen. It was empty when they arrived, though the 
smell of somewhat freshly prepared food told Caleb that at least someone else had eaten 
already. He turned to pick Luc up, depositing him carefully on a chair and only stepping 
away once he was sure the boy would not fall. 


“What would you like to eat? I am afraid I do not know how to prepare much.” Caleb asked, 
setting about investigating what could be found. 


“Pastries!” Luc cheered. 


“T do not think that is a very good dinner. Your mother would not be pleased with me.” Caleb 
threw him an amused smile, shaking his head at the boy’s pout before continuing his search. 
“Besides, I do not know how to make those and it seems Jester has eaten them all.” 


He presumed Jester might do such a thing, based on the few snippets of conversation between 
her and Molly that first day he had arrived. “How about I make you something I used to have. 
When I was very small.” Caleb suggested, finding some bread, cheese, and vegetables. He 
glanced back to make sure Luc was still alright, bringing his findings to set on the table top. 


“What did you use to have?” Luc asked, shuffling around on the chair until he was on his 
knees and easier able to see exactly what Caleb was doing. 


“My Mutter would always say it was no good to eat heavily before bed. So, she would make 
us for dinner a light snack of breads...” Caleb explained, working to prepare the food as he 
did so. “...some meats and cheese. Sometimes, if the gardens were grown, there would be 
vegetables.” 


“What kind?” Luc asked, eyes wide and curious. 


“Oh, many kinds.” Caleb explained, listing a few as he cut the bread into slices. The 
vegetables and cheese were next, Caleb sparing a moment to privately lament the lack of 
meats to go with it. Not quite a taste of home, but close. “We would have cabbages, and 
squash. Anything we could get to grow.” 


“That sounds so awesome.” Luc whispered with an awestruck voice as Caleb slid the plated 
sandwich to him. 


Caleb nodded agreement, picking at the leftover bits of bread and vegetables as Luc ate his 
own food. The small heel of bread and sparse vegetables were not enough to keep, not 
enough to save for one of the others of the pack, so he thought it safe enough to have for 
himself. At least, that is what he had to tell himself to keep from feeling like he was being 
caught red handed doing something forbidden when Yasha walked into the kitchen. 


Luc, of course, greeted her unintelligibly with a mouth full of food. The Alpha smiled 
indulgently at him, ruffling the boy’s hair as she passed. Caleb stepped out of her way, trying 
not too be too paranoid about the crumbs that lay on the plate next to him, evidence enough 
of wrongdoing. Yasha didn’t seem to notice, or did not care, simply placed her own dishes on 
the sink before turning to face them. 


Luc swallowed his food, waving the sandwich up for Yasha to see. “Caleb made me 
something that his mom used to make.” 


“Oh, that looks delicious.” Yasha smiled softly, glancing over at Caleb. “It is very nice of you 
to watch him.” 


Caleb flushed red as he looked away, unsure what to make of her words. She made it sounds 
as if he did not have to, should he not want. Luc saved him from needing to reply by telling 
Yasha all about what they’d being doing today, even giving a play by play of some of his best 
ambushes of their bandits game. 


“And Caleb is going to finish reading me that story, right Caleb?” Luc said excitedly, pushing 
away his now empty plate. “Do you wanna come hear it too?” 


Caleb hesitated as he reached out to take Luc’s empty plate, glancing warily at Yasha. He 
would not object to her being there, would never dare, but he was not in favor of the addition. 
As pleased as the Alphas were currently, he did not want to test that patience right now. The 
unease in his stomach unwound as Yasha shook her head in refusal. 


“T am sorry, but I cannot. We will be leaving tomorrow and I have to prepare.” Yasha said, 
sounding truly remorseful. She ruffled his hair again, giving Caleb another quick smile before 
leaving. 


Luc huffed, crossing his arm as he watched Caleb cleaning the few dishes. “Are you going 
too?” 


“Ja. I have to bring them to Nicodranas.” Caleb replied, putting the plates away once they 
were washed and dried. 


“Why don’t you have to pack?” Luc asked, sliding down from the chair and taking Caleb’s 
hand again as they headed back to the sitting room. 


“T do not have anything to bring with me.” Caleb replied simply. 
“Cuz you don’t have weapons, just magics?” 
Caleb smiled bitterly, the expression a thin disguise for the lie. “Yes.” 


Caleb sat on the floor of the sitting room when he and Luc made it back. There was only the 
one uncomfortable chair, not very appealing at all, and Luc was quick to climb in his lap with 
the book in hand. Caleb made sure they were both comfortable, Luc leaning his head on the 
mage’s shoulder as Caleb began to read to him once more. 


He’d only gone half a page when Luc began to yawn, two pages when the boy’s eyes began 
slipping closed, and was not half through the chapter when Luc began snoring softly. Caleb 
carefully rearranged himself and Luc to sit more comfortably. He was unsure where the boy’s 
bedroom was, so he let him sleep where he was. One of his parents would either find him 
now, or he would sleep comfortably til morning. It was not less comfortable than Caleb’s 
current sleeping options. At least now he was warm. 


Caleb continued reading where he had left off, having little else to do and simply enjoying 
the pleasure of reading. Of the books in easy reach, this one was as good as any of the others. 
Jester had brought books appropriate for Luc’s age. Or some Caleb would assume, though the 
title of one book sounded as if it would not be completely appropriate. 


Some would call books such as these worthless, most all of his previous Alpha's in fact. 
However, Caleb was of the opinion something could always be learned in text. Whether a 
song, a recipe, or an interesting fact about history hidden away in story about heroes; there 
was always something new to discover. 


Caleb was lost in his reading when Yezza arrived, only noticing the Alchemist when he 
cleared his throat. It was an effort for Caleb not to jump and drop the book he held, not to 
flinch away as Yezza stepped towards him with something in hand. It was a green leather- 
bound book, one Caleb did not recognize so he knew Yezza was likely not angry at him for 
reading it. He braced himself anyway, ducking his head but staying still to not disturb Luc. 


“Oh, ah, sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. Ah...” Yezza apologized awkwardly, tone a low 
whisper. “I brought this for you though. To read, sorry. As a thank you.” 


Caleb looked up at him unsure what he had done to earn gratitude, though he was thankful he 
was not about to be punished for something. Yezza smiled hesitantly, placing the book on the 
floor beside him and explaining. 


“Veth wanted some help making explosives, and it’s always easier when Luc is distracted. He 
likes to help, but some things are too dangerous. So thank you, for watching after him.” 


“He is... a bright boy.” Caleb said softly, hesitant but no longer anxiously afraid now that he 
knew Yezza was not upset about anything. 


Yezza smiled more easily, nodding agreement. He stepped closer, bending down to lift his 
son and curl him close. “I should get him to bed. We took longer than I thought, it’s past his 
bedtime. Thank you again, and... if you ever need anything, you only have to ask.” 


“Ah, thank you. Do you... know if any of the other have need of me? Or if it is permitted to 
rest?” Caleb asked, taking the opportunity to inquire what other responsibilities he may have 
for the evening. Watching Luc had been unexpected, he did not want to neglect anything else 
they may have decided he was to do. 


Yezza shook his head. “Most of them are already in their rooms. Nila should be here 
tomorrow, then you guys are off to Nicodranas, right?” 


Caleb nodded, hesitating before chancing another question. “Nila. Are they... ah, what are 
they like?” 


“Oh, she is very sweet, lives south of here, in a small settlement with her mate and son, like 
Jester said. Asar usually comes with her when she visits. Nila takes care of the house a lot, 
takes care of laundry. I think it’s a contract. I’m not sure.” Yezza explained openly. “But she’s 
a good friend.” 


Caleb thanked Yezza as the halfling turned to take Luc to bed, considering the new 
information. Nila was a friend to the pack. He turned Yezza’s words over in his head as he 
got up and neatly stacked all the books Jester had brought. Caleb had experience with how to 
navigate such a minefield as friends of his owners, a tricky thing that often hinged on the 


designation of said friend. At least this friend had their own family, a child as well, and so 
would hopefully not be so... difficult to please. 


At the very least, this visit did not sound like something he would be expected to entertain 
for. They were to leave after her arrival, though he was not sure what the delay was for. 
Perhaps she brought some necessary supplies for the pack? 


Ah, verdamnt, he should have asked what was expected of him when Nila arrived. He hated 
having to guess, it was too easy to choose incorrectly. It would not end well for him if he 
inadvertently insulted the Nein’s friend. 


Caleb signed, curling up into the chair on the far side of the room. It was stiff and disused, 
but better than sitting alone on the floor now there was nothing to keep him warm. He 
brought Yezza’s book to read, seeing as he had been given explicit permission to do so. A 
distraction would be nice. Something to take his mind off his fears, keep the unpleasant 
memories at bay. 


It was an interesting book, a refreshing change from the fiction he had come across (or been 
given) so far with this pack. It was an academic text on the mixing of alchemy and magic, the 
basics of both condensed enough to fit within the pages of the text. The magic theory he was 
familiar with, but the rest was new. It was easy to get lost in, even in the growing discomfort 
as the evening grew late. He pushed past the tiredness, unwilling to go to sleep, unwilling to 
get up and go to his room. Such would mean leaving the book and he did not know when he 
would be allowed it again. If ever. 


He didn’t realize he’d fallen asleep until Yasha’s voice woke him. “Caleb? What are you 
doing here?” 


Caleb jumped, pins and needles numbness in his arm causing the book to fall to the floor with 
a thud that sounded too loud. He scrambled to pick it up, checking it was not damaged at all. 
Thankfully it was not, but his heart still raced as he looked up at Yasha as he answered. “I 
was... reading, Alpha.” 


“Oh, I am- It looked like you were asleep. I did not mean to bother you.” Yasha said, tone a 
little stilted. 


Caleb winced, though Yasha did not sound upset. True, he had been sleeping and there was 
no way around that obvious fact. He hadn’t meant to lie, had just... answered the question 
with little thought. “I...w-was, Alpha. Yezza had- had given me permission to read his book, 
and I had...” Caleb attempted to explain, shrinking under her gaze as he trailed into silence. 


“Oh. Okay. That is okay. Um. Do you want to keep reading? Or if you are tired, I can walk 
you to your room?” Yasha offered. 


That was probably a good idea, Caleb realized. He was probably not really supposed to be 
wandering the halls this late, else why would she have questioned him being here. She didn’t 
seem to mind, or at least showed no signs of wanting to discipline him for the mistake. But he 
risked another less lenient Alpha coming across him should he stay. Namely Beau. 


In any case, he would appreciate knowing where he should go. Caleb was not so certain the 
room they ‘gave’ him was his to stay in any longer. Best to have one of the Alphas place him 
where they wanted and go from there. At least then he could try and claim he had not been 
trying to make presumptions. 


He left Yezza’s book with the other on the table, dousing the candles he had lit to read by. 
The room was far too dark afterward, Caleb turning and going by memory of the room’s 
layout. Yasha was silent enough he could only just hear her, the larger woman’s footsteps 
somehow no louder than her breath, but he managed to keep track of her all the same. Caleb 
followed Yasha as she led him down the dark hallway. 


She brought him to the same room as he had been staying in before, bidding him goodnight 
before simply leaving. Again, not something Caleb was about to complain about, not when 
he had possibly been doing something wrong and she was choosing not to hurt him for it. 
Taking a breath and hoping for the best, Caleb opened the door and stepped inside the room. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Ghosts and Guilt 
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I am suddenly all like... nervous about this chapter, but whatever. I like it. So I shall 
indulge. 


The room was disappointingly unchanged, still heavily claimed by the pack. Still cold and 
unwelcoming. 


Caleb shivered, eyeing the various items nervously. The content near joy from earlier had 
vanished like mist in the summer sun. This was still not his, still just a temptation in the game 
the pack played. He knew better than to think otherwise, despite what any of them said. 


It was stressful trying to avoid touching any of their things, knowing that it would lose him 
the game. The blankets beckoned him, a comfortable warmth he missed even though he had 
only experienced it twice. He was used to being cold though, it was fine. He had been cold 
the entire journey to the Nein’s territory. Had been cold for so much longer under his last 
Alpha. This was nothing, was a comfort in comparison. He was not even in any pain 
currently. 


It wasn’t like he really wanted to sleep anyway, what use was comfort. 


Last night’s dream of his Pack circled in his mind, a sharp contrast to being here with this 
new one. Luc’s questions of them, Caleb’s answers... had been the first time he had spoken 
of them aloud since they had been torn apart. He missed them, terribly. They had been so 
young, so trusting. Foolishly so. He worried how Astrid fared, alone at the Cobalt Soul. He 
would check on her tonight, he decided. When it was safer. The Nein would have no way of 
knowing he was using the spell, not unless they watched him. 


Which, he supposed, was always a possibility. 


So Caleb waited, letting the late night turn to early morning. He dozed lightly in his corner to 
make the hours pass quicker, shivering and curling up as tightly as possible to preserve 
warmth. Only when the sun was just shy of beginning to light the horizon did he retrieve his 
copper wire. Nervous and anxious, afraid this would be the day she would not answer, he cast 
the spell. He spoke only two words, knowing she would likely not have opportunity to 
answer with anything more than the same. Their usual messages, enough to check for life. 


“T live.” 


A reply came back quickly, the words thin and hoarse from what Caleb hoped was disuse and 
not from screaming. “As do I.” 


He closed his eyes and breathed out in relief. He wished he could message her again, express 
how much he missed her, wished... But nothing he could fit in the spell would suffice, and he 
would not risk distracting her. Not in that place. 


Caleb put away his components, unable to stand attempting the spell on Wulf and receiving 
only silence in return. Not tonight. The reassurance of knowing Astrid was okay (or alive at 
least) was enough for now. The late hour ate at him, exhaustion gnawing on his bones as he 
settled stiffly back in his makeshift sleeping spot. He pulled his coat closer around him as he 
tried to get comfortable, the warm blankets close by a mocking temptation. He had to remind 
himself they were not his, were not for him. Nothing in this room was. Everything belonged 
to the Nein Pack, the strong scent of them a loud reminder. Caleb would not touch, would not 
invite whatever penalty they had devised for losing this game. Sleeping on the cold floor was 
the less painful option. 


Uncomfortable as he was, sleep came slowly. What little he managed was fitful, Caleb 
waking often in a haze of disorientation and fear, nightmares clinging to his thoughts as he 
dipped in and out of sleep. A knock at the door brought him fully awake, Caleb cringing into 
the corner as his heart raced in his chest. He shivered in the silence that followed, trying to 
remember if it had been real or a dream, then flinched as he recognized Fjord’s voice calling 
his name. 


The Alpha didn’t enter and Caleb was too slow remembering that Veth had expected him 
open the door. Apparently, this was a pack thing, not something specific to an individual. 
Duly noted, and Caleb scrambled to get his stiff and sore limbs coordinated enough to make 
it around the outskirts of the room to open the door. He would touch nothing, not even the 
rug. 


Fjord was already knocking again when Caleb reached out to open the door. He dropped to 
his knees immediately upon opening the door, apologizing quickly. “I beg forgiveness, 
Alpha. I am sorry to have kept you waiting.” 


“Tt’s...fine, Caleb, you don’t- I’m sorry if I woke you, I just wanted to make sure you were 
alright, after all that yesterday.” Fjord stated awkwardly, shifting his weight. 


Caleb winced as he remembered he wasn’t supposed to do this, that Beau had expressly told 
him the pack didn’t like him kneeling for them. Going by the disapproval in Fjord’s tone, she 
had spoken the truth. Caleb rectified the mistake quickly, stumbling to his feet in a clumsy 
manner as he filed that information away as accurate for the pack leader. 


“T am well, Alpha, thank you.” Caleb replied to the question, keeping his tone polite and his 
eyes down. 


“Would you be alright if we spoke for a moment?” Fjord asked. “I’m not upset, and I won’t 
hurt you, I just think there have been a few...misunderstanding.” 


Caleb nodded, a numbness gripping his chest as he stepped back. He had done something 
wrong, must have. He didn’t believe half of what the Alpha had just said, but he understood 
well enough that he had done something incorrectly. Well, he had done many things 


incorrectly, had disappointed them in many ways, and it seemed something had finally tipped 
the scales against him. 


He watched Fjord as the Alpha walked around the room. Caleb shadowed his path from the 
side, still avoiding stepping on the rug, and came to stand in his corner of the room. Fjord 
looked puzzled as he took in the random assortment of items, the still haphazard lay of 
blankets on the bed. He glanced over at Caleb, then back to the still cold and very obviously 
untouched bed. 


Caleb backed away, hitting the wall with a dull thud. He cringed as Fjord stepped closer to 
him, still inspecting the room, gaze eventually falling on the small corner he’d tucked himself 
into for the night. His coat still lay crumpled there, along with the last of his clothing next to 
the still open trunk. One pair of trousers that were near shredded from the prior day; 
threadbare and all but worthless as such. It had been a failed attempt at making the floor as 
comfortable as possible. 


“Did you... not use the bed?” Fjord asked, confusion coloring his tone. 
Caleb shook his head, eyes glued to the floor. “It is yours, Alpha, I would not presume.” 
“Have you been sleeping on the floor this whole time?” Fjord asked, tone going high pitched. 


Caleb shook his head again, knowing better than to lie about this, though it was tempting. But 
Fjord had seen proof of his making use of the bed already, had caught him sitting in the nest 
he had made and reading his spell books. 


“T had... the first two nights, Alpha.” Caleb explained, hand twitching to indicate the bed 
before his fingers twisted the hem of his shirt nervously again. “O-only those. It is... yours 
now- has been, is. Yours. I would not... I respect your claim, Alpha.” 


“T don’t understand what you mean. Claimed how?” Fjord asked, looking over at the 
furniture in question and pacing closer to it. 


“They are yours, and... and the packs.” Caleb answered, uncertainty beginning to grow in his 
chest. Fjord’s confusion sounded sincere, made it more difficult to determine what answer the 
Alpha might wish from him. 


“That’s... I don’t- It’s fine if you wanted to unpack your own things, if anything’s in the way 
feel free to move it.” Fjord explained, words making no sense to Caleb. As if he would so 
much as breath on their things, much less try and move them. There would be hell to pay if 
he broke something. "You can put your stuff anywhere you want. This room is meant to be..." 


Fjord stepped closer to the trunk, words trailing off. He stood looking for a moment, mouth 
opening as if to say something but no words came out. Instead, he cocked his head, brows 
drawing together in displeasure. Over what, Caleb was unsure. There were many 
possibilities. He watched with rising anxiety and fear as Fjord reached down into the trunk, 
heart in his throat as Fjord straightened with the collar and muzzle in hand. 


Fuck. He hadn’t- Caleb had been trying so hard to be good, hadn’t touched any of the pack’s 
things, had tried to answer Fjord like he was supposed to. He’d gotten something wrong, 
obviously. Enough to be punished. 


Caleb shuddered, stepping forward without thought and dropping to his knees in front of 
Fjord. He knew what was expected, what he was supposed to do now. Caleb looked to the 
side, tilting his chin up to give Fjord easy access and folding his arms obediently behind him. 
If he could be good and obedient, maybe Fjord would not leave them on too long. Maybe 
those would be the only things he would use from the trunk. 


Caleb’s stomach churned with fear, watching helplessly as fury slowly grew on Fjord’s face. 
He was not sure how to fix this, was already doing as he had been taught. As was expected. 
Honestly, he was not even sure the cause for the Alpha’s anger. If he didn’t know what he had 
done wrong, he could not fix it. Could not even promise not to do it again. 


There was little else to do but wait, suffer when the anger finally broke over him, and hope 
the Alpha would leave him able to still function once he was through. 


“This is what they sent you with?” 


Caleb flinched at the Alpha’s tone, quickly righting his posture. Fjord was angry, obviously, 
and perhaps it was at the paltry offering. At the sparce tools given him. Maybe he had 
expected more variety of ways to play with his Omega. Caleb struggled to keep his voice 
even as he replied, tried to sound apologetic. “My...previous Alpha’s death was- he was 
unable to- to provide the majority of his... his supplies.” 


This was, somehow, the incorrect response. Fjord’s jaw dropped open in outrage, his next 
words almost a snarl. 


“Supplies?! Caleb, we thought these were your things!” 


“T am yours.” Caleb replied helplessly, feeling already this would not be sufficient answer. It 
was all he knew to say, the only explanation he could give. He was just an Omega. He had 
not been allowed his own things since... since Wulf. All he had was what his Alpha’s 
deigned give him, both the unpleasant and the mildly bearable. 


Senselessly, yet somehow predictably, the words only increased Fjord’s ire. The Alpha 
groaned, throwing the two items back into the trunk and slamming the lid closed with a force 
that had Caleb flinching back. A show of violence, yet not directed at his Omega. Anger, yet 
a choice not to use the disciplinary tools presented to him. 


Fjord backed up and sat on the bed, burying his face in his hands. 


The silence was ringing, Caleb left uneasy and unsure of what was expected of him. Caleb 
waited, counting the seconds, readying himself for an order or a punishment or an 
explanation of what part he was to play in this strange and (frankly) backwards game. Three 
minutes later and Fjord lifted his head, glancing over at the large pile of blankets. 


Caleb was both afraid and hopeful. Afraid because he did /ike the idea of the nest, had 
enjoyed staying in it, and did not want that taken away any more than it already had been. 
But if Fjord did take the new additions away, perhaps left the what had been here before, then 
it might mean he had pleased the Alpha enough to be allowed to use the bed as he had 
initially. 


“What about this bothers you? This whole... everything. Or at least the bed.” Fjord 
questioned, at first waving a hand at the room before indicating the bed more specifically. 


Caleb threw a nervous glance at the trunk as he chose his words carefully. He tread a thin 
line, was being ungrateful for what the pack had provided. Ungrateful Omega’s were left 
beaten and bleeding to sleep outside in the elements and Caleb had no desire for a repeat of 
that with this pack. 


The fact he was not allowed to touch or use these things was hardly of importance in this 
game. He was supposed to be grateful. “I have... no complaints, Alpha.” 


“Oh, you don’t?” Fjord snorted, frustration getting the better of him. Caleb had slept in a 
corner on the floor and was claiming he had no complaints? He was calling bullshit and was 
snapping out a snarky response before he could stop himself remembering this was not one of 
his pack being a stubborn ass. “Then why don’t you come over here and use the bed you have 
no complaints about.” 


It was the wrong choice of words, the wrong person to even be saying them to, and Fjord 
realized that as soon as they were out of his mouth. He regretted letting his temper flare, 
regretted a hell of a lot right now. He didn’t even need the visual of every drop of color 
draining from Caleb’s face to know he’d fucked up royally. 


Fjord wasn’t given time to speak or try to apologize, struck speechless as Caleb proceeded to 
drop to his knees and crawl closer. The mage slot himself neatly between Fjord’s legs, hands 
running trembling up the Alpha’s calves. 


Fuck. Fuck, not what he meant, and fuck Caleb was sliding his way up Fjord with a low 
sultry whine that the Omega definitely did not mean. 


“No.” Fjord found his voice quickly, grabbing Caleb’s wrists before he could get too far past 
his knees. “No, remember what I said? Consent is important, Caleb.” 


“T consent, Alpha, I am... into it. I’m yours, I’ll be good.” Caleb replied immediately, terror 
and desperation coloring the words. His eyes had that glassy look again, the Omega leaning 
forward to nuzzle at Fjord’s inner thigh. 


Fjord did the only thing he thought might work, driven by a need to make Caleb stop, to calm 
him and keep him present. He grabbed Caleb by the front of his shirt to pull him up, feeling 
once again the burning desire to provide some clothing of actual worth for Caleb. His current 
garments were so thin, tattered and easily torn. Fjord felt guilty at the new holes his claws 
made, he’d just seen how the mage had nothing to replace this with. 


Caleb moved willingly at Fjord’s urging, even if the Omega’s fear increased now he was 
straddling Fjord’s lap. It was very reminiscent of two nights ago, Caleb mimicking his actions 
from then as he licked a soft submission up Fjord’s neck. It was easier for Fjord to resist, his 
own single-minded purpose and need to protect barring any interest. Instead, Fjord thread his 
fingers through Caleb’s hair, tugging firmly to get him to bare his neck as well as get the 
Omega’s full attention. 


Fjord put his other hand at the back of Caleb’s neck to keep him still, then put his teeth 
carefully at the Omega’s throat while growling a low demanding tone. He didn’t bite, just 
held Caleb with a firm dominance. The response was immediate and instinctive, Caleb going 
limp in his grasp. Fjord pulled back when Caleb lifting his chin a bit in surrender. He purred 
an approval, kissing Caleb’s neck in acceptance of the offering and taking in the Omega’s 
scent. Fear was still present, but underneath was confusion added to the mix. 


“Good boy, that’s good. You’re doing perfect, just like I wanted.” Fjord whispered lowly, 
heart skipping at the fleeting scent of joy the words produced. That was a scent he liked, was 
a balm to the terror clinging to the Omega. Fjord slowly unwound his fingers from the mages 
hair, speaking a soft assurance and praise when Caleb whimpered fearfully. "Easy, you're 
okay. I'm not going to hurt you. Just be still. That’s good, I don’t want you to do anything. 
Just be still. That's it.” 


Fjord held Caleb for a few minutes, purring a low approval and murmuring praises and 
reassurance. Anything to calm the mage, to keep that scent of fear away. He could still feel 
Caleb’s heart racing, though it was beginning to slow to a more normal rate. Only when he 
thought that Caleb would actually hear him, did he apologize. 


“That... was a poor choice of words, and an inappropriate time for sarcasm. I apologize, I 
never meant-“ Fjord paused, rethinking what he was trying to say. It wasn’t Caleb’s fault and 
he wanted to give no opening for the Omega to come to the conclusion that it was. 


“T worried, and I am sorry for what I said. I won’t force myself on you.” Fjord concluded, 
feeling it was woefully inadequate. 


To prove his point, Fjord slid Caleb off his lap so the man was sitting on the bed beside him. 
He carefully reached to tilt the mage’s head back up when he tried submitting again. Fjord 
wasn’t angry, wasn’t even upset with Caleb, and he tried to convey that through a slow brush 
of his fingers against Caleb’s cheek. The mage tensed at first, but soon leaned into the 
contact. 


“What changed that you stopped sleeping on the bed?” Fjord asked, keeping his tone soft and 
gentle. 


He was watching for it, so he caught how Caleb’s gaze flickered briefly to the pile of 
blankets. “It’s yours, Alpha.” 


His. Yes, he’d gotten that. His like everything else in this room, according to Caleb. And the 
mage included himself in that as well. Fjord just wasn’t sure how that made a difference since 
Caleb hadn’t had a problem before Jester had added more stuff. He’d seen how Caleb had 
cocooned himself in the blankets before, so hadn’t said anything when Jester had raided his 


room collecting them for the Omega. After the whole Molly incident and how terrified Caleb 
had been, he was all in favor of giving the Omega as many comforts as possible. 


And Jester... had promptly brought said stolen blankets here. Covered in his scent. Which, if 
they were going on Caleb accepting everything based on instinct, did make it look as if there 
was a new territorial claim. Jester had probably done the same to everyone else’s she’d 
swiped blankets from. Doubtless Caleb felt he was no longer allowed use of anything in here. 


It didn’t make a whole lot of sense to Fjord, but he didn’t want to just... give permission. He 
much preferred Caleb feel comfortable using this room to his own wishes without feeling like 
he needed permission. Just like he’d done before all of Jester’s additions. 


“Would you like a different room?" Fjord asked, tilting his head at the sharp spike of fear that 
created. “I don’t want you sleeping on the floor, if you are uncomfortable here we can find 
somewhere else.” 


“T’ll be good. I’m sorry, Alpha, please.” Caleb whispered shakily. "I’Il sleep wherever you 
wish, please... please let me stay inside.” 


Fjord closed his eyes as he just breathed for a moment. Someone was going to die, they were 
definitely going on a little murder spree just as soon as he got some additional names from 
Caleb. But right now he needed to reassure Caleb. Needed to reassure himself that the mage 
wouldn’t be curled up in the corner too terrified of sleeping comfortably on his own bed. 


“Of course you can. I want you to be safe, and comfortable.” Fjord said softly, feeling 
distinctly uncomfortable. It was far too awkward, but he pressed for a promise from Caleb 
anyway. “Will you use- will you sleep on the bed from now on? No strings attached, nobody 
is kicking you out. You're safe here. We'll find an alternative if you don't feel comfortable 
with it. Just... tell me yes or no?” 


“Yes, Alpha.” Caleb replied quickly, shoulders tensing. 


“Good.” Fjord breathed in relief. One problem dealt with, only about a hundred more to go. 
“Now, which of these are new that Jester brought?” 
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Caleb was very quick to point out and surrender each of the new blankets that Jester had 
added onto the bed. It was proof enough to Fjord how much Caleb had not liked the additions 
to his room. Or, more accurate, was terrified of what it meant for him. In short order the 
Omega had pulled, folded, and offered the stack of seven blankets to Fjord with a polite “if it 
pleases you, Alpha.” 


Which Fjord also took as a sign that above all else, Caleb just wanted to please. And if Fjord 
were honest with himself, it wasn’t that he was displeased by Caleb, he just... didn’t like the 
terror behind the Omega’s offered service or submission. He did like the slight flush and 
sweet scent of pleasure when he replied to the Omega’s actions with a deep purred word of 
praise. 


With the issues about Caleb’s sleeping arrangements hopefully resolved, Fjord considered 
leaving Caleb to settle back and situate himself as he had done originally. He could only hope 
that Caleb would bury himself in the blankets as Fjord had seen him doing when he’d peeked 
in the other day while looking for Molly. The mage could probably do with a few moments to 
just breath, just... be calm. 


But he couldn’t stand just leaving. One look around, one deep breath, told him well enough 
that this room was just too much right now. But he also didn’t want to leave Caleb with a 
bare and empty room. Not only would that hurt Jester’s feelings, but it would bother Fjord as 
well. Caleb deserved the world, not an empty room. He didn’t have any belongings, but he 
deserved them. Fjord wanted to give him anything he might ever desire. 


However, it was best to start small (probably) and the only thing in the room that Fjord 

thought Caleb would appreciate or have use of would be the writing desk. Caleb liked books 
and had said that he had copied spells into his spell books. So that had to mean a desk would 
eventually come in useful to him. If nothing else, he could use it for simple pleasure reading. 


Now just how to navigate the tricky process of getting Caleb to understand it was okay to 
use. 


After moving the spare blankets over to the door and dropping them right outside it in the 
hallway, Fjord made his way back to Caleb and held out his hand to the Omega. Caleb 
scrambled to obey the unspoken request, though instead of taking Fjord’s hand as Molly 


might, the Omega stood before him and bare his neck in submission. Fjord stopped him 
midmotion, turning the touch into a soft pet through Caleb’s hair. 


“Tl get rid of all this extra stuff, but the bed is yours for you to use.” Fjord stated evenly, 
drawing Caleb closer and leading him over to the desk on the other side of the room. “I'd like 
this to stay as well. For you.” 


Caleb’s brows drew together in concern, looking slowly from the desk to Fjord. He turned to 
face the warlock, Fjord letting him slip from his grasp to face him fully. Caleb’s tone was 
hesitant and soft, eyes looking away as he asked. “Do... you want to... Do you want me, ah, 
o-over it?” 


Caleb’s hand settled over the top of his trousers, uncertainty in every line of his body. Fjord 
appreciated that it was not the same terror filled resignation that Fjord was about to rape him. 
This was different, was more of an attempt to reaffirm Fjord’s promise was still valid. And 
Fjord quickly gave it. 


“No. Not like that.” Fjord reassured softly, giving him a sad smile. He held out a hand again, 
keeping his tone easy and gentle. “Let me show you. May I have your hand?” 


Fear crossed Caleb’s face, the sickly paleness returning, and the mage’s hand was trembling 
greatly as he held it out to Fjord. The warlock was very deliberate with how he gripped the 
mage, turning Caleb around and moving behind the Omega so he could guide Caleb’s hand 
down on top of the desk. He could tell with how Caleb flinched and tensed that the mage 
wanted to pull back, to fight the guiding pull. Caleb didn’t fight, didn’t resist, just let out a 
distressed whine as Fjord pressed his palm flat against the desk. Fjord purred against Caleb’s 
neck in reassurance, guiding the Omega into running his hand along the top of the smooth 
wood. “It would make me very happy if this were yours. If you’d make it yours.” 


Caleb still held the scent of fear and uncertainty, but he continued to touch the desk as Fjord 
drew back slightly. The mage even began opening the drawers, gaze flickering for 
confirmation from Fjord every so often. He gave it with a slight inclination of his head and an 
encouraging smile. Caleb moved slowly, checking and double checking with anxious looks, 
but he obeyed. He was around the other side of the desk when Fjord leaned forward to reward 
him with a steady purr and a kiss on the cheek. 


“You are doing very good. Why don’t you go claim the bed when you’re done with this? It 
would certainly please me if you had that comfortable pile of blankets like the other day. 
When you were first looking over your spells?” Fjord asked, trying very very hard to word 
the request in a way that would give Caleb incentive to agree without any fear. Probably a 
dick move to use the Omega’s words against him, but anything to get Caleb to be able to 
sleep in the bed. 


“The rest of this stuff doesn’t really match the room. I’ll move it while you take care of 
what’s staying. Okay?” Fjord added. 


“Y-yes, Alpha.” Caleb replied, voice high and thin. 


Fjord hummed a low approval, stepping back to see Caleb watching him with wide eyes. He 
looked so confused, so unsure, Fjord just wanted to gather him up and hold him. He’d give 
anything just to kiss him again, taste him on his tongue as the Omega submitted. If Caleb 
hadn’t just offered himself to Fjord twice now, and if Fjord didn’t know the Omega would 
never admit he didn’t want it, Fjord might have let himself really kiss the man. 


But now wasn’t the time nor the place, Caleb still too afraid for Fjord to feel comfortable 
even asking. Thankfully, a distraction was on hand and Fjord turned away from the tempting 
mage and began moving and dragging the various things towards the doorway. 


Caleb watched in bewilderment as the Alpha worked, slowly remembering he had his own 
task. The desk was mostly empty and Caleb paid zero attention to what the papers he stacked 
on top were. He only pulled them out in case the Alpha wanted to take them. Otherwise, he 
followed the orders he had been given. 


Caleb wanted to be good, wanted to receive more praise, wanted more of that gentle 
affection. He didn’t understand why this Alpha was so much... so much kinder. He still 
didn’t know how long it would last. He’d had other Alpha’s who started out relatively kind 
(never anything close to this though), and that had usually ended the first time he had a heat. 
If these Alpha’s followed that pattern, then he had weeks still. 


Once Caleb finished sorting the desk, hoping his work would be met with approval from the 
Alpha, he made his way tentatively over to the bed. He was more unsure of this because he 
wanted it so much more. His heart raced as he reached out, fingers barely tugging at one of 
the blankets before a loud scraping sound caused him to snatch his hand back. He jerked 
away from the bed, retreating as looked over towards the Alpha. 


Fjord was halfway out the door and cursing as he shoved the last of Jester’s additions to the 
room into the hall. Assured he hadn’t done anything incorrect, Caleb tried again. He very 
much wanted to please Fjord by obeying without needing to be told a second time. Even if it 
was strange to be told to do something he wanted to do. 


A little hesitantly at first, Caleb began rearranging the blankets on the bed, restacking them 
and fluffing them around. He was less ecstatic than the first time around, too aware of the 
Alpha just outside the open doorway. Those same tendrils of safe contentment were slow to 
creep in, but as Caleb got lost in his pursuit of rebuilding his little corner of comfort, they 
did. 


“This rug, do you like it, do you want to keep it? I’ll be honest, I have no idea where Jester 
even got this thing.” Fjord stated, interrupting Caleb from his mostly finished nest. 


He abandoned his work, rolling to lay on his stomach so he could peer down at the rug in 
question. Caleb wanted so badly to give the correct answer. He didn’t exactly have the best 
track record with that, every answer he thought he had known were correct only having 
seemed upset the Alpha so far this morning. Unfortunately, he had little idea what answer 
Fjord would prefer for this question. 


Even should he consider his own desires, Caleb had no clear answer to give Fjord. Did he 
like the rug? Not particularly. But neither did he dislike it. He cared only that he would not be 


punished for either using or not using it. Did he want to keep it? The same answer applied. 
As he had specifically been told to sleep in the bed, he had little care for the carpet at all. 


Yet, Fjord wanted an answer. Caleb just deeply wished to give him the correct one. 


Fjord looked up at him as the silence stretched, Caleb cringing and hoping he hadn’t just 
ruined this entire thing by not answering immediately. He knew better, he really did, he just 
didn’t know what Fjord wanted and he didn’t want to get it wrong again. 


“Tt’s yours to use, move it around, roll it up and stuff it under the bed if you want. Will you be 
okay if I leave it here?” Fjord asked, voice going softer and more careful again. 


“Yes, Alpha.” Caleb replied quickly as he pushed himself to his knees on the bed, relieved at 
the chance to try again. When he glanced up quickly to gauge Fjord’s reaction to the answer, 
warmth flooded him at the beaming approval of the Alpha’s face. For once he didn’t worry 
about the possibility of Fjord hitting him as the half orc stepped closer to him. Caleb just held 
still as Fjord’s fingers met his chin, tilting his face up as the Alpha leaned down and kissed 
him. 


mer 


The rest of the morning flew by in a strange haze for Caleb. 


Fjord let him finish building his little nest of blankets, had heaped praise on him as they both 
stood surveying the now much emptier (but no longer barren) room. The trunk now stood at 
the foot of the bed, emptied but for one thing. Fjord had inexplicably promised they prior 
contents of the trunk were going to be destroyed, except for the collar. Caleb had been 
obligated to inform the Alpha that the collar, that one specifically, would be a requirement 
should they ever have need to go to the capital. Thus, the collar remained. 


Caleb had then followed Fjord to find some breakfast, half of the pack already gathered in the 
dining area. Caduceus had shared his tea with Caleb while Veth piled more food on his plate 
than was feasibly possible for the Omega to eat. Yasha hadn’t batted an eye when Fjord asked 
her to relocate the stuff out in the hall by Caleb’s room. 


Caleb didn’t leave Fjord’s side, didn’t want to right now. Fjord was pleased with him. The 
rest of the pack would respect the Alpha’s claim, would follow suite. Caleb would stay close 
to that for as long as possible. 


Hours later this found him standing beside the Alpha as a single dappled grey horse with 
black stocking legs pulled a cart with two figures sitting on the bench towards the house. 
Molly and Jester were chatting together as it approached, both of them waving at Fjord when 
he and Caleb exited the house. Veth and Luc were right behind them, the halfling boy running 
over to the two Tieflings with Veth following after the child at a more sedate pace. 


Caleb stood beside Fjord, waiting for the visitor to arrive, reminding himself of the things 
Yezza had said about Nila. She was nice, was a friend to the pack, had a son. From Yezza’s 
description, she didn’t sound like a threat. And besides, Fjord was pleased with him. Had 


been all day. That had to mean something, had to be worth some protection. He clung to that 
thought as the cart came to a stop and the occupants began climbing out. 


Nila, as it turned out, was the same race as Caduceus. She was shorter than the grave cleric, 
less...ostentatious. Her clothing was more like a shepherd, something Caleb would expect to 
find in a small village. Which made sense, Jester had mentioned that Nila lived in a small 
village to the south. She had soft features; a round face and wide nose, her skin coated in a 
rich brown fur. Her short-cropped hair was raven black, soft floppy ears poking through on 
either side of her head. She smiled at those there to greet her as the little cart came to a stop. 
The young boy beside her was her spitting image, leaping with an excite shout towards Luc 
who raced towards him. 


Caleb followed Fjord closer, watching Jester skip quickly over to give the new arrival a hug. 
Nila returned it warmly, greeting Jester and gesturing toward the cart. Jester promptly hurried 
to check out what Nila had brought, Molly a step behind the cleric and Caleb dropped his 
gaze as Nila made her way over to Fjord and himself. 


“Nila, I’m glad to see you made it safe.” Fjord said warmly. “I’d like to introduce you to 
Caleb, a new member of the Nein. Caleb, this is Nila.” 


Caleb gave a short half bow, unsure of the rules of this interaction. He was unused to being 
introduced in the first place. At least Nila was beta, would not likely take offense if he 
messed this up. Fjord may well hit him for it if he did, but perhaps she would not demand 
further recompense. 


“Caleb, it is nice to meet you. Jester told me about you.” Nila said evenly, an odd cadence 
and pace to her voice. “That you needed some new clothes. I have brought some from my 
village.” 


Oh. She was here because of him. She had brought clothing for him. Caleb glanced warily 
over at Fjord, unsure if this would change his disposition. It was never good when he cost his 
Alpha something and he dreaded to think what they might have requested for him to wear. 
Something had to balance out the impossible way he’d somehow pleased the pack leader all 
day thus far. 


His attention returned to Nila as she stepped forward, walking around and inspecting him. 
The tension in Caleb increased tenfold, especially when she reached out to touch the edge of 
his coat. 


“May I have this for a moment?” 


Disappointment filled him, though Caleb obediently shrugged out of the coat and handed it to 
her. It wasn’t like it protected him from the chill, or anything else for that matter. But his 
supply of clothing dwindled and gods knew what the Nein would choose for him. Nila held 
up the tattered and thin garment, humming thoughtfully as she turned and walked back to her 
cart. 


It didn’t take much for Caleb to realize he wasn’t getting that coat back. He looked away, 
wrapping his arms around himself. It wasn’t all that cold out, winter was still a few months 


away and the others looked comfortable enough, but Caleb missed his coat. 
“Here, try this one.” 


Caleb looked back up in surprise to see Nila stepping back over with a different coat. It was a 
deeper brown, not faded by use from too many others, the collar still intact and not shredded 
tatters. There was even a wool lining, thick enough to be warm for the colder season but not 
unbearable during the summer. It was not whole and new, was not perfect. It still had some 
tattered edges near the bottom, but it was leaps and bounds better than anything he had been 
allowed wear in years. 


Caleb glanced at Fjord reflexively but could not stop himself from reaching out to accept the 
coat from Nila. It was solid, was real, was not being snatched out of his hands. Caleb stood 
staring at it in disbelief, fingers rubbing over the soft, thick material. 


“Why don’t you try it on. If it fits, it will be my welcome present to you.” Nila suggested 
gently. 


That was... oh, she was... she was one of the nice ones. Unless this was some trick, which 
with how Fjord still stared... but he put the coat on all the same. He wasn’t immediately 
warm, but it did help. It was thick and heavy in comparison to the old one, with pockets to 
store components. He adored it already. The hem fell well below his calves, the sleeves were 
just the right length, and Caleb could easily imagine himself being far more comfortable if he 
were to lose the privilege of the bed again. 


“T-thank you, ma’am, it is... appreciated.” Caleb breathed. 
“Tt suits you.” Nila smiled, pleased. “I am Nila. It is very nice to meet you.” 


“Caleb Widowgast, if it pleases you.” Caleb introduced himself, trying to contain his own 
giddy joy at being given something that couldn’t have had more than two owners at the most. 


“Yes. Iam pleased to meet you.” Nila responded easily. “I did not know your size, but I have 
brought a great many things.” 


“Nila, I’m sure you’ve outdone yourself, as always.” Fjord chuckled, glancing over to where 
Jester had clambered up and was bossing Molly around. Molly was, of course, not listening 
in the slightest but was instead teasing the cleric. Veth, he assumed, had followed the two 
boys to supervise whatever mischief they would get into. “We’ll be going to the coast later 
today, once Caleb is properly outfitted. Please, feel free to stay as long as you need. Take any 
supplies your village needs as well, Yezza can let us know what we need to replace before we 
come back.” 


Nila smiled at Fjord, nodding as she accepted. “Thank you, Fjord.” 


Jester yelped from the cart, wobbling unsteadily with a too tall stack of things in her hand. 
Nila shook her head, turning back to them and walking over to sort out the two Teiflings. 
Fjord snorted at Jester and Molly’s antics but was glad for the chance to speak to Caleb 
privately for just a moment. 


Caleb tensed as Fjord came closer, resisting the urge to clutch at his new coat. Such behavior 
would only make the Alpha more likely to take it away. 


“Jester will tell you this too, but anything you want or like from what Nila brought, you can 
keep it. Okay? That’s the whole point of this.” Fjord stated evenly, fingers tugging the coat 
more securely around the Omega. “Tell them if you need a break. There’s no rush for this.” 


Caleb nodded in agreement to the orders, then whined a low submission as Fjord leaned 
closer. His shoulders hitched in anticipation, but Fjord only placed a soft kiss on his jaw. The 
Alpha’s scent held... contentment, though Caleb could not think what he had done to 
provoke such a reaction. Still, if Fjord remained pleased with him, then Caleb was not going 
to complain. 


“Are we giving away kisses?” Molly asked, noticing the exchange as he jogged over from 
abandoning his work ‘helping’ Jester now that Nila had ended their shenanigans. He looked 
eagerly between Fjord and Caleb, a slow grin forming on his face as he focused on Fjord’s 
lips. 


The warlock chuckled, pulling back from Caleb and smirking as he raked his eyes over the 
Tiefling. “Only if you’re being good.” 


“T’m always good, the perfect little angel.” Molly retorted, reaching out to try and grab at 
Fjord. 


“No, you’re a pain in the ass, Caleb is the good one.” Fjord teased, shifting around behind the 
mage and wrapping arms over his shoulders. 


Caleb held still as Fjord kissed his cheek very pointedly. He was no stranger to being used to 
flirt or make another jealous. The flood of warmth in his stomach at being called ‘good’ was 
not usually a part of this game. Being praised at all was not normally a part of this game, nor 
was the gentleness of how the Alpha held him. This game usually always hurt, badly. Caleb 
had not known that soft affection could be used this way. 


He did worry that Molly would become annoyed or angry, was well aware of how Fjord’s lax 
arms could quickly shift into holding him still for Molly to hit him. The whole point of this 
game was generally to annoy another, goad them into such a thing. 


“Oh, come on, that’s not fair at all. How come he gives you all the kisses and not me. Now 
you kiss him, but not me.” Molly whined, though he was smiling as his tail waved happily 
behind him. He grinned wickedly, shifting his attention on Caleb. “What do you say? Wanna 
try me? I promise to be nice.” 


Caleb knew it would be reckless and presumptuous to obey. There was some wiggle room to 
the demand, it being phrased as a question. He could try appeasing the Alpha, try to distract 
the both of them from whatever they were planning. Not something he really wanted as it 
would likely end in him being punished. He could look to Fjord for permission, take the 
decision out of his hands completely. 


Yet...Caleb was curious. He did wonder what Molly would be like. Fjord was gentle kissing 
him, possessive and dominant, but still gentle. He didn’t bite, didn’t grip so hard that he left 
bruises. That last kiss, back in his room, had lit a fire in Caleb’s stomach that both terrified 
him and made him long for more. Molly and Fjord were a pair, and Caleb wondered if Molly 
would have the same effect. 


Caleb would have to deal with them both using him eventually, for the pure fact they would 
have no reason to hold back once his heat arrived. It made sense to try and get an idea how 
this Alpha would handle him. How Fjord would react to another Alpha using him too, even if 
that other was one Fjord himself was intimate with. Yes. That was why. That was a good 
reason to do this. 


Molly’s smirk turned to surprise as Caleb stepped forward out of Fjord’s grasp, the Tiefling’s 
eyes widening. Molly’s pupils dilated with heavy desire as Caleb trailed a soft touch across 
the tattoo that sprawled up the Alpha’s neck. He was in this far... Caleb figured he might as 
well forgo all sense and reason. 


Molly held very still as Caleb leaned forward, time seeming to slow to an impossible crawl, 
the mage’s breath a precursor to the sweetness that was the Omega capturing his lips in a 
kiss. Gods, Fjord was such an ass to have kept this to himself. Caleb was so soft, so sweetly 
submissive even as the one taking the initiative. Molly wanted to touch, wanted to run his 
fingers through Caleb’s hair and kiss him breathless. He tried really hard to be still, but the 
temptation of Caleb licking his tongue softly over his lip was too much, and Molly reached 
up to cup the Omega’s jaw as he kissed him back. 


Fuck, he could kiss this man forever. He tasted of smoke and spice, of sweet sweet 
submission as he angled his head just perfectly for Molly’s other hand to come up and thread 
through the hair at the back of Caleb’s head. 


Fjord stepped up to rescue the Omega, calling Molly’s attention with an almost sultry tone. 
“Alright, you got your kiss... now come on. I’m supposed to be distracting you.” 


Molly swallowed a sigh as he pulled back from the Omega. He had a perfectly good 
distraction right here, would have said as much to tease the both of them in normal 
circumstances. But Caleb wasn’t afraid right now and Molly would do what it took to keep it 
that way. Even if it meant passing on a damned ripe opportunity to tease and flirt with them 
both at the same time. 


Besides, Fjord was already walking away so the moment was lost anyway. 


Molly smiled at Caleb, booping the mage on the nose before stepping back. “You have fun. I 
know I will.” 


He couldn’t help a little bit of flirting, a feeling of pleased accomplishment flooding through 
him at the bewildered expression the mage wore, the flush on his face. Molly turned to follow 
Fjord, leaving Caleb in the capable hands of the Beta’s. After a performance like that between 
him and Caleb, and Fjord’s own flirtatious comments prior, Molly had an inkling what kind 
of distraction Fjord might have in mind. He was all in favor and wasn’t about to keep the half 
ore waiting. 
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Caleb wasn’t used to wanting an Alpha to be near him, was not expecting the strong impulse 
to reach out for Molly as the man walked away. The Tiefling was chasing after Fjord, that 
much was clear, was saving his affections for the pack leader. Part of Caleb wanted to go too. 


It was foolish because he knew what activities they had in mind, had easily been able to pick 
that up in both their words and scent. The very thought of being forced to join that was 
terrifying. So why in the nine hells did he feel such loss now that the two Alphas had left? 


Caleb tore his eyes away, nails digging into his palms. It was dangerous, was wrong, was a 
betrayal. They owned him. He should not want to reach out to touch. Should not want to be 
with them. The gentleness would end eventually, he should not fall for this game. 


If only he could get the taste of them both from his mind. 


“Do you want me to call them back for you? I am sure they would be happy to stay.” Nila 
offered. 


Caleb’s gaze snapped over to her, eyes widening as a much more normal and appropriate fear 
of his Alphas flooded him. He did not even want to consider what the two of them might do 
if he was the reason they were interrupted. Bad enough he had clearly insulted their friend. 
Her warning was obvious enough, the limits of her kindness found much sooner than he 
would have preferred. He hoped he had not pushed too far past that boundary. 


“Nein, no, I... do- do not trouble them. I am sorry. I meant no disrespect; it will not happen 
again.” Caleb apologized, turning to face her. He dropped his gaze, not quite the same 
submission as was due the pack, but a deferral all the same. 


Nila shook her head, turning calmly to lead him to where Jester was walking another arm 
load of clothing to the house. “Do not worry. There was no offense.” 


Caleb breathed a quiet sigh of relief, moving in step with her. She was not easily offended it 
seemed. Friends of past Alpha’s had seen him punished for less, so this was a welcome 
change. Perhaps it was a Firbolg trait? He had come across few enough of them, interacted 
with less. These two would have been the first he had ever had actual conversations with, if 


these few words with Nila counted as such. His exchanges with Caduceus were not any 
longer than this really, so perhaps he had simply not found /is limit just yet? 


Nila stopped first by the cart to pull the last bundle of things clothing she had brought. There 
was not much left, Jester having taken care of the majority of it. From what Caleb had 
observed, either the clothing was light or Jester was stronger than she appeared. He shifted 
forward as Nila turned, still keeping his gaze averted. 


“Would... ah, would you allow me?” He offered, reaching out slightly to accept the bundle if 
she so chose. She had gone to such effort to bring these things, had been kind enough to give 
him this coat and to forgive him his disrespect earlier. The least he could do was make 
himself useful. 


Nila paused, head tilting slightly before understanding lit her eyes. “Oh. No. I am fine.” 


And she simply turned away, leaving Caleb to trail helplessly along after her. Such an odd 
denial, so simple and complete that he had little way of insisting. Not that he was sure 
insisting was allowed. Or even wise. So he followed in step behind her once more. 


Jester met them at the door, all cheer and excitement as she bound forward, skidding to a stop 
as Caleb flinched and froze mid-step. Her movements were smooth and slow as she then 
scooted up beside him, matching his pace. Her tail brushed across his back as Jester took his 
arm in hers, and Caleb wondered if it were a threat for him to mind his behavior. He could 
only assume as much because the smile she gave him was very fake. 


“Caleb! You are really going to like this new stuff! Nila’s village is the best at making 
things!” Jester spoke energetically, pulling him along to take the lead as they walked down 
the hall. “I bet that coat is all nice and warm, huh? Much better than that old one, for sure.” 


Caleb’s face flushed as he thumbed at his coat worriedly, unsure by the tone in her voice 
whether she wished to have it instead of him. Or if she did not think he had done enough to 
earn it. The latter was true, he had done little enough. 


Jester did not try and take it, made no demands of him, but instead pushed open the slightly 
ajar door she had let him to. She spread a hand to emphatically display the room as she 
tugged him inside. He remembered it from the tour, it was one used for storage. There were a 
few things stored here already, but it was mostly empty. A fitting place to put things that were 
to be used by him. At least he would know where the things were being kept. 


It was situated on the outer wall of the house, though with the large window it was well lit 
and (this late in the afternoon) was fairly warm thanks to the bright sunlight. The light fell 
upon the largest pile of clothes, two smaller ones framing it. 


“Here, here! This is all the stuff Nila brought, but don’t worry if it doesn’t all fit, or you don’t 
like some of it. Anything you do like, it’s totally yours. Just put it...umm.... Over her, or 
something.” Jester explained, nudging him a little further in the room and gesturing at the 
wall under the window. 


“You just try on all these things and any that fit and you want them, you get to keep!” Jester 
stated cheerfully, just as Fjord had said she would. Consistency was nice, and it was 
reassuring that the pack leader had already approved the sentiment. “If you need any help, 
just shout, okay? Nila and I will be right out here if you need anything.” 


Caleb nodded, worry gnawing at him at the stress Jester put on the offer. Once again, he was 
not sure what was expected of him. Was he supposed to ask for her assistance? If she wished 
to choose things for him, he did not understand why she simply did not just do so. Unless 
Fjord had ordered that Caleb complete this task on his own. 


Caleb nodded obediently, overwhelmed by the sheer amount of clothing set before him. Fjord 
had said there was no rush, and Jester had given him no time limit, but Caleb would try to 
complete his task quickly anyway. He stepped forward, hesitating as Jester closed the door 
behind him. He could hear her and Nila chatting outside softly, tried not to view it as them 
standing guard. This was not the cages, he was not trapped, he could stand and move... They 
were not even angry with him. 


He shook his head, refocusing as he bent to pluck a shirt from the pile. He was loath to 
remove his new coat, stupidly attached as he had grown to it in such a short time. He knew 
better, knew it could be taken away at any moment. Fjord approved right now, but that could 
easily change. Even Jester had the authority to take it from him without any reason or notice. 
Better that he accepts such reality now. 


Honestly, it was too fine an item. Unlike the things he had been brought here with, been 
allowed in the years since being taken from Wulf. What had started as secondhand clothing 
had become rags as time passed, opportunity to mend or replace few and far between. No one 
had wanted what he wore, so he had never truly feared it being taken away permanently. 


He slowly removed the coat, petting the soft wool layer. It was all too good to be true, was 
like a dream. Was too much like before. Before the Soul, before their betrayal. They had not 
realized until too late, and now... 


Caleb shook such thoughts from his head. He should focus on the task before him, should not 
lose himself to past regrets. Caleb draped the coat over what appeared to be a weapon rack of 
some kind. He then turned to survey the three piles of clothing before starting on the smaller 
one to the left of the largest stack. 


Caleb had never tried on a multitude of clothes like this before and soon found out that it was 
an exhausting process. Both mentally and physically. He was not sure how to choose which 
he ‘liked’ and he dare not ask the two outside. He had about the same opinion on clothing 
style as he did that rug in his room. Little preference other than being allowed to have it, 
while not being punished for using it. 


With no idea on how to choose based on design, Caleb settled for sorting them based on 
whether or not they fit him. He stripped himself of the ratty shirt and trousers, finding a set to 
wear instead. The shirt was overly baggy, hanging down nearly to his knees. Still shades 
above his previous and smelled clean as well. The trousers were too small, Caleb stumbling 
and cursing lowly in Zemnian as he fell backwards trying to get them off again. 


Thankfully, he landed in the larger pile, the only pain coming from his shoulder as he hit 
something heavy and stiff that was buried amid the clothes. Once freed of the offending grey 
pants that had tripped him, Caleb turned to dig out what he’d landed on. He was delighted to 
find that it was a pair of boots, the leather somewhat worn and the laces a little frayed, but 
boots. 


Those he immediately put with his coat. He would find a way to make them fit. 


Assuming they were allowed to him at all. There were no other shoes included, he dug 
through all the clothing to check, which led him to think the inclusion of these had been a 
mistake. Caleb tried not to be too hopeful about them, but he couldn’t help but glance over 
every so often as he continued trying on as many clothes as he could as quickly as possible. 
Occasionally Jester would call out to check on him through the door, Caleb replying an 
affirmative as he worked more diligently each time. 


Caleb made it about halfway through the selection before needing to take a moment to breath. 
He flopped back on the somewhat large pile that was left; the two smaller now neatly sorted 
and folded along the wall under the window. This pile was smaller than it had been when he 
had started, but it was still full enough to be a comfortable place to lay. 


Somehow, this was more exhausting than a full day’s journey walking. Caleb looked down at 
his torso as his stomach grumbled emptily. Breakfast felt like ages ago, but Caleb could see 
no reason why the Nein would feed him when he had not completed the task set for him. 
Jester was keeping tabs on him and how long he took would likely affect what, if anything, 
he was given to eat. 


Caleb stretched, rolling to his side and letting the sunlight warm his body. With the new 
thickness of his clothes, he was soon basking in comfort. He had found a nice brown button 
up shirt with quarter length sleeves, had kept it to put back on after trying other shirts. He 
thought that might count as ‘liking’ something. The trousers were a little more worn, had 
been patched at the knees. There were some dirt stains, the garment presumably owned and 
well used by a farmer. They were still sturdy and functional, and comfortable, and Caleb 
liked them as well. There were gloves and a belt to round it out, the belt which he had added 
to the other side of the room with this boots and coat. A special pile, separate from the folded 
and stacked items under the window. 


His eyes closed, the lack of sleep tugging at his bones. He needed to get up, to finish what he 
was supposed to be doing. He knew better than to be lazy, knew how harshly that was 
generally punished. The pack could even claim he was being disobedient by not continuing 
the task he had been told to do. He should get up, finish sorting these clothes, might perhaps 
even be allowed to take some to his room if he completed the task satisfactorily enough. The 
rest would probably be kept as a backup for when a punishment ruined his clothing beyond 
use. 


Caleb grimaced at the mental picture, rolling over and letting the sun warm his back now. 


No, he would be very very good and give the pack no reason to hurt him. They had not 
beaten him for the many things he had done wrong so far, and he would give them no reason 


to change their mind. He would be good. He would get up and finish his work... in just a few 
minutes. 


Just a few moments more rest, then he would do as he’d been told. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Caleb woke slowly, confused and blinking blearily around him as he sat up. It took him a 
moment to register where he was, the mage finding it odd to be on the floor again but lacking 
the soreness that generally came with it. His new coat slid from where it had been draped 
over his form, the slow easiness of a blessed dreamless sleep vanishing as the weight of that 
hit him. The room was dark, the sunlight gone. His insubordination had not gone unnoticed. 


Adrenaline flooded him, stomach twisting into knots, and he felt as if his entire being were 
quivering in sharp terror. He rolled to his knees, gaze darting desperately to the closed door. 
The small shiver turned into a tremble, quickly becoming an uncontrollable shaking. He 
could fix this; he could make it better. He had to, he... he had to. 


“Nein, no, no.” He panted as he tore his eyes from the door, scrambling to sort through the 
remaining clothing. He threw them in a rough fold, uncaring whether or not they might fit 
him, uncaring of even what type they were. His normal panache for order and organization 
was forgotten in his desperate haste to complete the duty given to him. Anything to try and 
salvage this, though he knew he’d already been caught. “Bitte lassen Sie dies ausreichen...” 


But it wasn’t enough. Of course, it wasn’t. It would not be, how could it. Caleb had been 
caught ignoring his task, had been caught red handed disobeying and ignoring the orders he 
had been given. He had been doing so well. So verdamnt well. Caleb stopped midmotion, 
holding a white shirt in his hands unfeeling and unseeing. 


He still did not know how these Alpha’s would punish him. Still did not know the full extent 
of how much pain they would delight in causing him. This... he could not even say this was a 
trap or a game they had set to him. No. This was a mess of his own making. He knew better, 
had been taught better. Omega’s were to obey, quickly and without delay. They were not to 
stop midway and... and sleep. 


Caleb stood numbly, spare shirt dropping from his hands to the floor. It was pointless to try. 
Jester would have reported his misdeed. Try as he might, he could not be good. He was no 
good. It hurt more this time, knowing he had failed, because of how pleased Fjord had been 
this morning. At least his ill-advised desire to be near the Alphas was completely gone. He 
wanted them as far from him as possible now that punishment was all but guaranteed. 


“Caleb?” 


Caleb flinched, eyes closing as his shoulders hitched defensively. At least it was only Veth in 
the doorway, she may not be quite so harsh with him. His heart was in his throat as he turned 
to face her, though he was unable to meet her gaze. 


“T am sorry.” Caleb whispered, voice breaking despite how softly he spoke. 


“For what?” Veth frowned, taking a step into the room. “What’s wrong?” 


Caleb breathed out what might have been a laugh if the sound weren’t so terrified. He 
gestured around at the disheveled mess that was the remaining clothes he had been meant to 
go through. His hand shook as he did so, Caleb soon twisting his fingers into he hem of his 
new shirt to stop the tremors. He carefully knelt as Veth walked over to him, putting himself 
within easy reach of her. He would not resist. He would take his discipline; would show he 
could be good and obedient. 


He looked down as Veth surveyed the room, holding his breath as he waited for her verdict. 
“Do you want some help with these?” Veth asked after a long silence. 


Caleb’s head snapped up to look at her in shock, tensing reflexively though she was too far 
away to slap him even if the offer was a trick. “I...was?” Her proposal made no sense and 
Caleb could not help but slip into Zemnian. 


“Jester said you were tired.” Veth explained, stooping to pick up the discarded shirt and 
holding it up towards him as she tilted her head. She continued speaking, folding the shirt and 
looking between the two stacked piles nearer the window. “I can help you finish looking at 
these, then we can go get some dinner. Nila is helping Caduceus now, so we should have 
plenty of time.” 


Caleb’s heart sank hearing that Jester had told the others of his disobedience. He’d known 
that she likely would have already done so, but hearing confirmation was like a solid lead 
weight in his gut. No wonder Veth was not disciplining him now, the Alphas would have 
claimed that right for themselves. 


Caleb nodded numbly, turning to continue as Veth suggested. It took very little time, the both 
of them judging the remaining clothing mainly by holding it up to him to compare if it would 
fit. Within ten minutes, the rest of the pile was sorted and Caleb was tentatively pleased by 
the amount that was under the ‘keep’ pile. He didn’t want to be pleased, didn’t want the small 
curl of warmth at having real clothes. That would mean it would hurt so much more when 
they took it away. 


Caleb tensed as Veth walked over to the boots and belt, picking them both up. Fear turned to 
a wary suspicious as the halfling simply brought the items to him, holding them out. 


“Here, why don’t you take these. Then I’Il help you bring the rest to your room. I’m sure 
someone has a spare bag for you to pack some of them for Nicodranas.” Veth said gently, 
leaning down to pick up the discarded coat and hand it to him as well. 


Caleb quickly obeyed, shrugging on the coat before slipping the belt around his waist. His 
components bag would hang there within easy reach. He dropped to sit on the floor to pull on 
the boots, finding them just a slight bit too big. Still, they were functional. Perhaps not 
enough to be dashing around without tripping, but he had little reason or permission to run as 
such anyway. 


When Caleb stood up again, straightening his coat and looking down at himself, he felt... 
like a person again. 


The realization was jarring, in a way. It was almost foreign to not feel the hard-cold floor 
beneath his feet, to take a step and not feel the air from every slight motion cut through thin 
cloth to chill his skin. If not for his scent to give him away, one might look at him and assume 
he was Beta. Caleb winced at the thought, shying away from it. No. No, it was not good to 
pretend, was dangerous to even think such rebellion. 


“Caleb, are you alright?” Veth’s question brought him back to the present. She stood 
watching him with worry, holding a stack of clothing. 


“Yes, sorry. I... ah, how... how many of these, ah, these extra am I allowed?” Caleb asked 
nervously, glancing at the rest of the one’s they had sorted that he could wear. 


Veth glanced over at them, brow furrowing in confusion, then looked back at him. “They’re 
all yours Caleb. You can have them all. Any that you want, anyway. Nila will take the rest 
back or leave them here. Sometimes when she has enough and we’re not doing anything, we 
escort her over to the next village for her to sell them.” 


Caleb blinked, nodding at the short explanation. That was...an interesting arrangement. 
Tame, for a pack held in such high regard for being so instrumental in the Empire’s victory. 


“Come. Let’s get this stuff back to your room, then get you some food. You can pack later 
tonight, it’s too late to go to Nicodranas now.” Veth stated, handing him the clothes she held. 


“The spell to... to transport all of you-“ Caleb began, holding the door open for Veth as they 
left the small storage room. 


“Us, Caleb. You’re coming too.” Veth interrupted gently. 


“U-us. It, ah, takes no time. I do not want-.” Caleb cut himself off, swallowing nervously. He 
hadn’t wanted to delay their journey, but it would be unwise to point out so blatantly the fault 
of why they had not already left. He should not fool himself into letting this new attire lull 
him into behaving any differently. That would get him beaten quicker than he could blink. 
“Ah, t-that is, I can perform the spell whenever Fjord wishes.” 


Caleb forced himself not to cringe. Even if he brought them to the coast now, it did not 
change the fact that he had squandered the entire day by doing nothing. They would arrive 
only to need to find a place to stay for the evening, with no opportunity to prepare for their 
mission. It was a pathetic attempt at fixing his mistake. 


“It’s fine Caleb. Besides, you still need to get your things together too. You spent all day 
looking after Luc yesterday, thank you by the way, that you didn’t have any time to yourself.” 
Veth explained, leading the way to Caleb’s room. “And everyone wants a chance to visit with 
Nila anyway, so you don’t have to worry, okay?” 


“Yes, Veth. Thank you.” Caleb replied softly when she paused, apparently expecting an 
answer. Yet agreeing did not appear to please her, though she quickly hid the slight frown. 


Veth paused as she entered Caleb’s room, the mage having only a moment to begin to worry 
before Veth took the new décor in stride. She headed over to his trunk, scowling down at the 
inside of it, before placing her stack of clothing inside. Caleb copied her actions, gaining a 
nod of approval. 


“Good. You can pack later, once we find you a bag. For now, you look like you could use 
something to eat.” Veth stated, soon leading him back outside of his room and towards the 
kitchens. 


The entire pack was seated around the overlarge table, along with Nila, and Caleb hung back 
slightly. 


Molly was draped across Fjord’s lap in what should have been an awkward position as one of 
his clawed nails traced designs on the other Alpha’s chest. Somehow, the blood hunter not 
only made it look natural, but easy and comfortable. 


Beau was entertaining Luc with a game that involved a set of cups and a bean, Yezza 
watching with an amused smile. Luc was trying his best to follow the bean as Beau mixed up 
the cups, while at the same time trying to convince Yasha to distract Beau so he could get it 
easier. 


Caduceus was nowhere to be seen, but the clinking of dishes and pans from around the corner 
was hint enough where the taller Firbolg had gone. 


Nila and Jester were chatting, though the blue Tiefling broke for a moment from their 
conversation to wave energetically at Veth. It was only as the cleric shouted his name that he 
realized she had been waving at him. 


“Caleb!! Ohmygosh, you look so great!” Jester exclaimed, far enough away that Caleb didn’t 
flinch at the shouted words. 


He did flinch at how her words very suddenly and abruptly put him at the center of attention. 


The monk’s gaze was not on him long, thankfully, as Luc was suddenly crowing his victory 
having snatched the bean from under the cup in the few moments Beau was sidetracked. 


Molly was not so easily distracted, eyes widening minutely before a short and near predatory 
grin curled across his lips. It was all Caleb could do to remain still, to focus on keeping his 
breathing even and slow, as Molly rose languidly from Fjord and sauntered towards him. He 
very much did not want the peace to end, did not want to face the punishments for his 
actions. 


Caleb dropped his gaze, baring his throat in submission as Molly stopped in front of him. 


Mollymauk was near breathless at the sight of the mage. Caleb cleaned up nice, that was for 
damned sure. Fjord’s sharp inhale when Jester had brought attention to their new Omega 
member was all the proof Molly needed that Fjord completely agreed to the unspoken 
sentiment. Caleb was hot. 


As if that weren’t enough, the mage didn’t even seem to know it. He looked awkward and 
uncomfortable, which Molly very much wanted to fix. Approaching him didn’t really change 
that, but at least Caleb was close enough to touch now, and damn did he look almost 
irresistible. And maybe it was his own satiated libido talking, but he just wanted to gather the 
Omega into his arms and cuddle him. 


He didn’t, though it was a close thing, and settled for lightly tugging at Caleb’s hair to get 
him to stop the submissive gesture and look at him. Molly gave a short purr when their eyes 
met, fingers brushing against Caleb’s cheek softly as he withdrew his hand. “You look 
delightful and well rested. I very much approve of the new wardrobe.” 


Molly wanted to chuckle as the mage turned a bright shade of red, though the impulse was 
quelled as Caleb then somehow managed to both blush and turn a sickly pale. Molly glanced 
over his shoulder to see Fjord had followed and wore a somewhat disapproving expression. 
Which, Molly supposed, he deserved because they’d just had a conversation about not 
bringing up Caleb’s impromptu nap. Or at the very least, not being so flippant about it. 
Specifically, Molly being flippant. Or making jokes. 


“Don’t tease him, Molly.” Fjord chided lightly, turning to Caleb a moment later. “Thank you 
for doing as I asked and taking a break when you needed. That was good, okay.” 


“It was a compliment!” Molly scoffed, very carefully sliding an arm over Caleb’s shoulder 
and guiding the mage towards the tables. He kept his touch soft, sidling up next to the mage 
in a parody of a hug as they moved. His best at subtle reassurance and apology. “You told 
him to take it easy, I told him to have fun. It’s a coincidence that both those things coincided, 
eh Caleb?” 


Caleb nodded jerkily, still afraid but not looking like he was about to pass out at least. Molly 
grinned, glad their approach to this was working. It wasn’t often their collective braincells 
worked enough to have a good idea, but between them all they’d come to the conclusion that 
Caleb would view his short nap as something he wasn’t supposed to do. Flipping that around 
on him would hopefully negate any worries he might have about them hurting him for it. 


“Y-yes, Alpha.” Caleb stammered agreement, sinking down into a chair at Molly’s lightest 
prodding. 


“Getting to the coast tomorrow morning still puts us ahead of schedule.” Fjord stated lightly, 
retaking his own seat and leaning his elbows on the table. “Jester can visit her mom while the 
Assembly gets the boat ready, or whatever preparations they have planned. All I know is 
they’re supposed to get us out to sea. Or provide the funds anyway.” 


“Maybe they’ ll just hand us a sack of platinum, send us on our way.” Beau scoffed from 
across the table. 


“That would be nice.” Fjord scoffed. “I’d rather pick my own crew than trust anyone the 
Assembly scrounged up.” 


Caduceus interrupted any further discussion by entering the room with two pans of food and 
Caleb was once again treated to the sight of most of the pack deferring to the soft-spoken 


Beta. Though, deferring was perhaps not the correct word to use. Yasha and Molly quickly 
stood to assist the Firbolg, following his directions on where to put what. 


Fjord was the only one unmoving, the Alpha’s hand on Caleb the reason he did not also 
attempt to make himself of some use in preparing for the pack’s meal. This appeared to be a 
more formal affair than previous pack meals, though nothing so formal as some he had 
served at for previous Alphas. Caleb didn’t know his place at this, not with a guest present, 
and so took his cues from the pack leader beside him. Fjord gave no orders, so Caleb 
remained at his side where he had been placed. 


It wasn’t the same content feeling of safety as had been present earlier in the day. Caleb was 
far too worried about the possibility that the Alpha might be displeased with him, despite 
how he’d thanked him for obeying. Odd enough that Fjord had done that in the first place, 
because when it came down to it... Caleb hadn’t really obeyed him at all. The Alpha had said 
to tell Jester if he needed a break, not decide to take one on his own. 


There was a high chance that Fjord was simple keeping up appearances for their guest at the 
moment, so relaxing around the Alpha wasn’t something Caleb was able to force himself to 
do. His stomach was in knots the entire meal, eyes skirting nervously around the pack, and 
his appetite was null. It was only Fjord’s whispered orders for him to eat that ensured he had 
anything on his stomach at all by the end of the evening. 


It was a relief when Veth pulled him away from Fjord and Molly once everyone had finished 
eating. She waved away his meager question about helping clear up, then called Luc over 
before leading the both of them out of the kitchen area. The following series of events was a 
whirlwind to Caleb. 


Veth dug up a spare backpack for Caleb, added some bandages and travel gear to it, then 
brought it (and himself) back to his room. Luc kept up a steady stream of chatter, topics 
ranging from what he had done today all the way to how Caleb did have things to pack but 
was super nice to have played with him yesterday anyway. 


By the time the two halflings left Caleb alone to get a night’s sleep before their departure in 
the morning, the mage had a backpack stuffed full of all sorts of gear and bandages and 
clothing and rope and flint and... it was... so much to take in. The clothes, the tools, the gear. 
All given so easily, like he was a worthwhile member of their pack and not just... an Omega. 


It was a nice thought, a nice feeling to have, but it wasn’t something that could last. Knowing 
where they were going, who would be there to greet them, was a cold bucket of water to that 
warmth. It was that cold fear that drove him to pack one last thing into his bag, the one thing 
Veth had neglected and even hidden from her son. 


Caleb truly did not know the laws regarding his kind in Nicodranas. He only knew what had 
been done to him when he’d been brought out, as he’d told the pack. The one thing he did 
know, he’d never been out in public uncollared. Whether it was law or simply his owner’s 
preference, he did not know. But if it were law, he’d much prefer this to having to borrow one 
of Luten’s. Those, he knew from experience, were always painful in some form or fashion. 


Caleb was a bit more uneasy with that task done, feeling inexplicably like he had done 
something wrong by packing that item, though his warm and comfortable nest did wonders 
for soothing that anxiety away. He was prepared now for wherever the Nein wished to go 
after this. They couldn't be angry at him for being prepared, for trying to anticipate something 
that might make their travel go more smoothly. 


Caleb yawned as he snuggled more comfortably into his blankets, eyes drifting closed as he 
let sleep claim him. 
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Nicodranas - Part 1 


He was muzzled and bound; arms cinched tightly behind him as he was bent over double on 
his knees. The chain connected to his collar was only a handful of links long, bolted to the 
floor and keeping him bowed down. It was just shy of choking, making each breath a painful 
struggle. His scream was muffled as the whip cracked, fire lashing between his shoulder 
blades and across one bicep. His muscles jerked reflexively from the pain, back attempting to 
arch away from the whip that lashed once more across him, but the chain held fast. 


He sobbed and screamed, not knowing what he was being punished for as the Alpha paced a 
slow circle around him. “Such bad manners, Pet. Thank me when I discipline you.” 


An impossible task, though Caleb tried. He begged mercy, pleaded thanks, anything his 
Alpha demanded if only to make it stop. But he was muzzled, effectively gagged, and no 
words made it past. The man above him only tutted as the whip cracked again. “So 
disobedient.” 


He twisted and writhed as far as he was able, screaming and pleading through the muzzle, but 
it didn’t stop. Blow after blow fell, blood soaking his skin and the floor. It didn’t stop, it 
hadn’t stopped. There had been only pain, more orders he had been unable to follow, more 
punishment for disobeying, until his throat was raw and painful, the welcoming darkness of 
unconsciousness greeting him after long painful hours. 


Instead of darkness and agony, Caleb jerked awake choking back a scream as he flailed in the 
tangled mess that was the blankets of his bed. He fought against the soft bindings, tumbling 
and hitting the floor with a dull thud. Caleb’s breath heaved and he felt as if he could still feel 
the lashes on his back, could still hear the sharp crack. A dream, only a dream. But not a 
dream, because he remembered that particular day, remembered well the pain, the Alpha’s 
mocking laugh at each failed attempted to obey him. 


There was only silence now. Silence and his own heavy breathing. He looked around the dark 
room, running his hand along the hard floor as he fought to ground himself in the here and 
now. The vague scent of the pack still lingered in the room, Veth and Luc’s scent more 
prominent thanks to their presence the prior evening. His coat hung over the end of the bed, 
his boots sitting neatly underneath. The belt was with his spell books and the harness, the 
components bag already looped through and ready for use. There was a bag packed full of 
clothing and gear for the trip. All things he would never have had with the Archmage. 


It was enough to get him to his feet, albeit shakily. 


It was still very early morning, and despite the bad dreams, Caleb felt well enough rested. 
The extra sleep from the afternoon had helped with that. He was unsure what time the others 
usually rose, nor did he know when they would wish to leave. He did know, however, that he 
was not restricted to staying in this room until he was called for. 


Caleb put on his coat and boots, secured his components bag around his belt, then made sure 
he had the items required for the teleportation spell handy. He wasn’t sure if the pack knew 


the ink and chalk would be burned up by the spell, but Beau should know at least. Probably. 
He wasn’t looking forward to having to inform them of the cost of the spell should the monk 
not volunteer the information. She had mentioned before possibly needing him to cast it to 
get them out of trouble, which he wouldn’t be able to do if they did not procure more 
components. The crown had only provided enough to get them to Nicodranas. 


Caleb tested the weight of the pack Veth had provided and filled, slinging it over one 
shoulder. It was heavy, reassuringly so, and he was a little glad they would not be traveling 
on foot. Caleb knew he wasn’t physically strong and would not have enjoyed carting the bag 
around. There were spells to carry things easier, though he had never been given opportunity 
or supplies to put such to use. 


Caleb was much calmer by the time he exited his room, the memories of Luten and his time 
with the Alpha pushed to the back of his mind. He belonged to the Nein, the King had gifted 
him to their pack, and they had said they were taking him with them. He was still uncertain 
about the last, but there was little he could do about it now. 


Caduceus and Beau were the only two awake, both sitting in the main living room of the 
house. Caduceus was surrounded by some candles and plants arranged in a circle with a 
curved staff running through the center. The clerics eyes were closed as he spoke quietly, a 
cup of steaming tea in his hands. Beau was in an equally meditative stance, cracking one eye 
to track Caleb’s entrance before dismissing him entirely. 


Caleb was perfectly okay with that. He much preferred not to be the center of the monk’s 
attention and was simply glad he had not drawn her ire by interrupting. He tried to keep his 
steps quiet as he found a place to put his bag, sinking down to sit on the floor beside it to 
wait. Some ten or so minutes later, as sleepy Fjord and a yawning Veth made their way into 
the room, Beau shrugged her shoulders and cracked her neck as she relaxed with a sigh. 
Caleb looked away as the Alpha focused her attention on him. 


“You know who the Assembly guy is that keeps the circle? You mentioned he was an old 
Alpha. Or has it changed hands?” Beau asked. 


“Tam...not sure, Alpha. I am sorry. I... believe it is the same person.” Caleb answered 
nervously. 


“And that person would be?” Beau prompted, grimacing but not commenting at the low 
growl from Fjord. 


Caleb hesitated as he watched the two of them glaring at each other, then slowly answered in 
hopes of avoiding any kind of confrontation. He didn’t understand Fjord’s anger, but he 
wasn’t about to risk adding Beau’s to it by not replying. “Archmage Luten Adenorth.” 


Beau gave a short nod, ignored the annoyance radiating from Fjord, and continued with her 
line of questions. ““What’s he like? Any problems we should know about?” 


“T... do not think so?” Caleb answered, confusion lilting his voice into a question. He quickly 
corrected that, hurrying to answer properly as Beau’s eyebrow lifted. “Ah, he- he is well 


respected in the Assembly, Alpha. Loyal to the Empire. The position he holds in Nicodranas 
is of some status.” 


Fjord snorted, huffing out a cryptic “that’s too bad” that Caleb was unsure how to interpret. 
At least Beau seemed satisfied by his answers, the monk kicking back and relaxing as she 
waited for the rest of the Nein to show up. 


Yasha and Jester showed up together, the blue Tiefling humming merrily as she passed out 
some pastries. Molly was the last to arrive, looking sulky and giving Fjord a sassy look. 
“Why did you wake me? I hate being the last to a party.” 


“It’s hardly a party and I figured Jester would sleep in like usual.” Fjord shrugged, 
unrepentant. 


“Heyy!” Jester objected, sticking her tongue out at Fjord’s laughing smirk before reaching 
over to snatch the remaining bearclaw out of his hand. “Just for that, no sweets for you!” 


It was, once again, the strangest thing Caleb was witness to. Fjord did nothing but laugh at 
Jester, and not even cruelly but in what appeared to be actual humor. 


Breakfast became a slowly increasing noisy affair as each of the Nein came to full 
wakefulness. Eventually, once everyone had eaten and were ready to depart, Fjord turned his 
attention to Caleb. “Caleb, if you would?” 


“Yes, Alpha.” Caleb answered obediently, finding the chalk and ink from his pouch and 
kneeling to begin drawing the circle and runes. 


“How does it work?” Jester asked, leaning forward to watch. 


Caleb paused, glancing up at her and then over to Fjord, then began to explain as he 
continued working. “The spell will last only six seconds, all that is required is to walk into it 
once it is active. It, ah, w-will not damage the floor, the ink with flake away.” 


There wasn’t much else to explain, nor time, as Caleb finished the last rune and stood to his 
feet. It glowed a bright arcane white as Caleb looked toward Fjord. Without hesitation, the 
Alpha stepped forward and vanished, Molly following as he looped his arm into Caleb’s to 
drag him along. One by one they stepped into the circle, the white light filling their vision, 
and found themselves in a well-lit empty room. 


They stood there for a few minutes, none of the pack moving, and it suddenly occurred to 
Caleb that they would not know where to go. There hadn’t been a way to inform Luten of 
their arrival, Caleb hadn’t thought to message him and Jester had never met him to be able. 
So, the Archmage had neither been able to arrange for someone to meet them nor be there 
himself. Caleb had met enough travelers while under Luten’s ownership, however, and he 
remembered well enough what to do. 


Caleb stepped apart from them, turning to face them though habit and training made him 
keep his gaze on the floor. “If... 1f you would, ah, it- is this way.” 


Less polished and awkward than it should have been, would not have pleased the Archmage 
at all, but it did the trick. Fjord nodded approval, stepping forward to follow Caleb with the 
rest of the Nein behind him. 


Luten was easily found, the man pouring through a tome at a desk in the main sitting room up 
the stairs above the teleportation circle. He was human in appearance, in his mid-forties with 
short greying hair that was beginning to bald in the front. He was rather rotund, with a shrew 
face and an overlarge nose. He looked up as they entered, brows rising as his eyes landed on 
Caleb in front of the Nein. 


“Pet.” Luten commented in surprise, the word causing Caleb to flinch. He had to lock his 
knees to stay on his feet, the instinct to drop to the floor per Luten’s training far too strong in 
this instance. Neither Molly nor Fjord had ever shown a preference for him being on his 
knees, chained and bound like a rabid dog, and he would rather not demonstrate such 
humiliation. He much preferred the current assurances from the Nein that he would not be 
required to submit in such a fashion. 


It was a relief, albeit a terrifying one, when Molly strode forward and threw an arm over 
Caleb’s shoulder, dragging the Omega close to him with a low growl. Caleb moved willingly, 
choking down a whimper when the Tiefling ran claws through his hair. This was good, this 
possessiveness was good, it had to be. Caleb hadn’t done anything to give them reason to 
punish him, they were just showing Luten that he belonged to them. 


Pain came later, a nastily unhelpful part of him reminded. It would hurt later, when they 
staked their claim more fully. They hadn’t done that yet but being faced with someone who 
had previously owned him might change their mind. 


“Our apologies for the abrupt arrival. I was told you were expecting us. We are the Mighty 
Nein.” Fjord explained as he stepped in front of Caleb and Molly, blocking Luten’s line of 
sight to the Omega. His voice was smooth and unbothered, despite his tense stance, as he 
spoke to Luten. “Caleb here was a gift to us, from King Dwendal. He mentioned an old 
Alpha of his controlled the teleportation circle here, I see you remember him.” 


“Yes, Pet here was mine for a time, on loan as it were.” Luten stated smoothly as he 
straightened, smiling at Fjord. The man hardly glanced at any of the others, attention only for 
the pack leader. “And the apologies are mine, it was an unexpected surprise, but I should not 
forget myself. I am Archmage Luten, I maintain these facilities.” 


Luten explained easily as he surveyed the rest of the pack, circling out from around his desk 
to draw closer to them. His expression gave nothing away, eyes lingering only briefly on each 
of them. It was cold and calculating, turning sharper and hungrier as he looked Caleb up and 
down again. "Which you can use, though do not be seen coming and going too often. As you 
should have been informed, this circle is not approved of by the ruling parties here on the 
coast.” 


“We’re aware of the delicate nature of this place’s existence.” Fjord stated diplomatically, 
drawing Luten’s full attention back to himself. 


Molly still hadn’t let go of their mage, though had eased his grip enough Caleb was able to 
stand upright. Caleb wasn’t about to complain, was still not sure they would not leave him 
here to go about searching the Revelry. Especially as they had to have noticed the man’s 
desire for him. Did they know the favors Luten could grant if they got on the archmage’s 
good side? Leaving Caleb for Luten to play with would certainly do so. 


Caleb’s fingers found the hem of Molly’s coat, grasping it in a shaking hand. He did not care 
if Molly punished him for it later, it was as close to a plea as he could show right now. He 
would gladly accept any punishment, any task asked of him, if they would please please just 
not leave him here. 


“We have arrangements for a place to stay if it’s necessary.” Fjord was still speaking and 
Caleb tried to pay attention in case an order came his way. “We won’t be in Nicodranas for 
long. We want to head out to sea as soon as possible to get the information for the King.” 


“And how long do you imagine you will be gone?” Luten asked, gaze flickering once more 
over to Caleb. 


“However long it takes to find the cause of the King’s concerns.” Fjord answered shortly, 
tone more clipped. 


“Naturally.” Luten agreed, a frown crossing his face. “But I will need to report on progress. 
His Highness’ ambassadors will be arriving any day now, I will need to let them know if the 
negotiations need to be stalled awaiting you. If your accommodations are unwilling or unable 
to hold your Omega while you are away, I would-“ 


“We’re keeping him with us.” Fjord interrupted, tone still polite and conversational. 
“Although, if you have any advice, we don’t really know the laws regarding Omega’s here.” 


“A pity. But of course, if you wish it to be with you, I cannot say I blame you. And as far as 
laws, there are few enough. If you have it on the streets you will need a collar and leash, both 
of which are usually delivered with the Omega.” Luten explained, a quick flicker of 
disappointment crossing his face. 


At the hint, and Fjord’s grimace, Caleb slipped the pack from his shoulder carefully so not to 
dislodge Molly’s hand. A short dig through the soft cloth neatly folded within and he easily 
retrieved the collar in question. As distasteful as it was to have his magic bound and out of 
reach, this particular collar was much less painful to wear than any that Luten would have on 
hand. He kept his eyes down as he straightened back up, offering it to Molly who was closest 
to him. He wasn’t about to embarrass them by moving away from the Alpha. 


“Lucky us, Caleb came prepared.” Molly commented tightly, accepting it from his hand. 
There was disapproval and anger in his tone, but his grip on Caleb didn’t tighten. He wasn’t 
even looking at Caleb but was instead inexplicably glaring at Luten. 


Caleb wasn’t sure what that meant, wasn’t sure of much of anything right now except the 
need to be good and obedient and avoid any action that would break the thick tension that 
was building in the room. 


“Alright.” Fjord drawled, inclining his head. “As for updates, Jester here knows how to 
message you, we can report in regularly.” 


“That... should be sufficient.” Luten agreed, throwing an almost disappointed look toward 
Caleb before dismissing the Omega completely. “Come, I’m sure you have questions as to 
the arrangements for the ship. I have all the necessary details, if you would follow me.” 


Molly reached out to snag Fjord before he could follow. “Fjord, can we please-?” Molly 
snapped out in a hushed snarl, tone sharp and dangerous despite how quietly he asked. 


“Later Molly, I promise.” Fjord replied with a shake of his head. “We’ll do it later.” 


Caleb felt a sharp sense of panic spiking through his stomach, cold fear squeezing his heart. 
What did that mean? What was coming later? Had he done something wrong? Caleb didn’t 
think he had, he’d been trying to be good, but now there was something to happen later so he 
must have been bad. 


Claws touched his face, Molly’s fingers brushing lightly against Caleb’s skin as he murmured 
a quiet order. “Breath, Caleb. We’ll get out of here soon.” 


Caleb tried to obey, though was having a difficult time breathing without whimpering a 
terrified plea for mercy. What the hells was coming to him later? The sudden shift of 
attention to himself only confirmed his own fears. He had done something to be punished, 
not now but later when more time could obviously be taken. 


Should he have knelt? Those were Luten’s rules, but the pack could not know he was 
disobeying that. And all observation and prior orders or indications given had told him that 
the Nein Pack did not like him on his knees. Maybe it was different when out away from their 
home? It wouldn’t be the first time a rule had been put in place but not expressly told to 
himself until after he had broken it. If he had meant to follow this unspoken rule, or even his 
prior training, then he had completely failed. 


It was far too late to try and correct the mistake now. Molly was holding him in any case, so 
he could hardly put himself at their feet to try and be obedient now. Neither would it mitigate 
the punishment he had already earned. 


And that might not even be the only thing that he would be hurt for later. They might have 
expected him to introduce them to the Archmage. It was not in his training to play courier or 
diplomat, such a thing would have been pointless and ridiculous. Even trying would likely 
have earned him a back hand from Luten at least, and probably an offer of retraining or even 
a demand for him to be disciplined for the disrespect. And if the Alpha’s changed their mind, 
decided to leave him with Luten... Caleb would pay with far more than a beating for the 
infraction. 


Caleb barely registered the feeling of the collar being clipped around his neck, a plain leather 
cord attached soon after. He was, however, far too aware of how Molly wrapped the leash 
around his hand, though thankfully stood close enough it did not pull at the collar. 


Not yet. 


It was oddly disappointing to realize Molly would be one of those. One who gave him bare 
inches to adapt or adjust to a change of pace, the Alpha dragging and choking his Omega 
when Caleb couldn’t keep up fast enough. It had been foolish to have begun to hope they 
were as forgiving as they had seemed. 


Nicodranas - Part 2 


Chapter Notes 


Whiee22.: whoops? 


Fjord was beginning to think they weren’t going to get out of Luten’s house without killing 
the man. Honestly, he was surprised Veth hadn’t put an arrow through the Archmage’s eye 
when Luten had referred to Caleb as ‘it’. Fjord wouldn’t have been upset if she had, but it 
would have made things more complicated. As it was, he had his own thoughts on how to 
discretely deal with the sorry excuse of an Alpha. 


Fjord was relieved when Molly had believed his promise of later and hadn’t objected to 
letting Luten walk away from them. Less of a relief was how the blood hunter’s eyes had 
darkened and stayed that way. Molly even growled at Yasha when she drew closer to him, the 
purple Tiefling dragging Caleb even tighter to his side as a response. 


That of itself wasn’t concerning, Fjord’s instinct had led him to snarl at Molly before after all. 
The real issue was the annoyance in the slow movement of Molly’s tail, the swift click of the 
collar around Caleb’s neck, and the way Tiefling kept him close on a short leash. It didn’t 
look like he was hurting Caleb, the Omega very responsive to the slightest pressure from 
Molly, but it was definitely going a long way to undoing the hard won trust the Omega had in 
them. 


It was a problem but would hopefully not become a bigger problem until they were safely 
away from the Archmage. Fjord would deal with it then. Right now, they needed to have a 
unified front. Fjord did take a moment to catch Beau’s eye, giving a pointed look towards 
Molly. If she and Yasha were on guard, they’d be fine for a while. And Fjord knew that if he 
had noticed the problem, Caduceus would have already seen it as well. 


Thankfully, they did not need stay in Luten’s presence much longer. Something Molly was 
very grateful about because he was having a harder time keeping a lid on the very violent 
urges he was having towards the Archmage. It really was a pity they couldn’t kill Luten now. 
The raging desire thrummed like a heartbeat in his chest. Molly wasn’t big on torture, much 
preferred pleasure over pain, but for this bastard... For this he wouldn’t even try and reign in 
that personality he’d lost his mind to all those years ago. 


Let him play, Luten had earned it. Had nearly coaxed that part of him out early with his 
repeated offer, his request to have Caleb. 


“Let me keep it, until you return. I’ve heard of your methods; I can guess your planned 
course of getting information. Pet will get ruined by the Revelry, I put a lot of work into it. 
The Omega is valuable.” Luten had pressed as he slid a bag of coin towards Fjord. 


“And fun.” Molly’s voice had added unbidden and Molly had needed to bite his tongue to 
keep any further words at bay when the Archmage responded. 


Luten had chuckled, glancing at Molly and to the short leash that kept Caleb fast by his side. 
“Naturally.” 


“We appreciate the offer, but he’s staying with us.” Fjord had stepped in to refuse again, 
throwing him a look. 


Molly had taken the opportunity, and slight hint, to get out of there. They had all the info they 
needed, Fjord had the money, and Luten was digging his grave with every additional word. 
Fjord had better damned well have a plan. 


Out on the streets was no better, the early air of the coastal city sullied by the scent of 
absolute terror radiating from the Omega beside him. Caleb was silent beside Molly, pale and 
shaking and glued to his side. He wished the proximity meant Caleb trusted him, or was 
seeking safety from him, but the look of fear in his eyes as the mage was hyperaware of every 
movement was proof enough that wasn’t true. 


Beau came out of the building a few minutes after him, slipping up beside Molly to speak 
quietly in his ear. ““We’re all splitting off different directions, take ten minutes, then 
everyone’s meeting up at the entrance to the Opal Archway. You gonna be okay with him?” 


Molly glanced over at Caleb, the tight knot of frustration growing. The Omega hadn’t even 
glanced at Beauregard, the mage focused near completely on him. And Caleb was generally 
terrified of Beau. Gods, Molly didn’t even know how he’d managed to provoke that much 
fear that quickly. “Yeah, of course. We’ll be fine.” 


Beau nodded and slipped away, vanishing around and down an alleyway. Molly glanced over 
at Caleb, grimacing at the leash he had to hold. He hated it and, much as it would probably be 
a good idea, Molly couldn’t make his hand unwind to let out more of the leather cord. It 
would be so noticeable, so... so obvious. He didn’t want to see that, couldn’t stomach it, 
couldn’t think about what e/se Caleb had said Luten had put on him when taking him out. 
He’d go back in and gut the fucking bastard Archmage if he thought too much about it. 


Molly didn’t like leading Caleb around on a leash, and so was trying his best to make the 
things as unnoticeable as possible. Caleb kept pace beside him, was near perfect 
synchronizing his movements. Molly tried to make it as easy as possible, tried to avoid 
crowded areas, didn’t take too many turns, and tried to keep the same pace. 


The only problem they ran into was an asshole Alpha’s that was just smart enough to figure 
out Caleb was Omega. Normally Molly didn’t mind being the center of attention, he dressed 
flamboyantly and people looked, but right now he’d prefer to be fucking invisible. 


This knothead, however, didn’t just look. This jackass decided to fucking touch. 


Molly was already on edge. Luten, then the city, then having to let more of the leash out to 
not choke Caleb after a few close calls, and having to see the leash dangling from the collar, 
and to top it all off Caleb was still so fucking terrified of him. And now this bastard had 


stepped himself in between Molly and Caleb, jerking the leash right out of Molly’s hand and 
pulling harshly enough at the collar that Caleb yelped and stumbled forward. Right into 
Asshole’s arms. 


“Hey sweetheart, you for rent, cuz I’d pay for a half hour with you.” 
Oh, hell no. 


Lucien was beside them both in a heartbeat, blade sliding across his clavical as he activated 
the Rite midmotion. It was a bit of a trick to slide the blade in between the two of them 
without cutting Caleb. Tricky, but doable, and he used the sharp edge of his scimitar to shove 
the other Alpha off of his Omega. The slash he left wasn’t deep, barely broke skin if he 
judged correctly, but damage wasn’t his goal right now anyway. The other Alpha cursed and 
pawed at his chest as if it were on fire, the new arcane brand hidden by his clothing and the 
blood he’d smeared around. 


Lucien rolled his neck, dousing the Rite from his blade as he slid the weapon into the 
scabbard as two Zhelezo pushed their way past the gathered crowd. No time for hunting now, 
but at least the immediate problem was dealt with. Caleb was safely close by at least. Less 
pleasing was the sight of the mage on his knees, leash in hand, which he offered to the 
Tiefling as he stepped over. 


With a bit of an internal struggle, Molly sighed and took it from him before urging Caleb to 
his feet. He gave a tight glare to the Zhelezho that approached a few minutes later, stepping 
to block Caleb from them should they get any ideas. 


“We were witness to the cause and result, so long as you cause no more problems you are 
free to go.” The guard said shortly, pausing long enough for Molly to nod before they turned 
to go speak to the other Alpha. Much to Molly’s irritation, he got much the same warning and 
was simply free to go. 


Much as Molly would rather step back, let his darker side follow that internal tug to find 
somewhere nice and quiet to- No. No, watching that other Alpha walk away was better than 
Caleb being hauled off somewhere. He needed to get somewhere safe for the Omega. And... 
honestly, Molly was beginning to think they might need to be a bit more careful. It was lucky 
Caleb had brought the collar in the first place. He’d have been damned if they would be 
beholden to Luten and borrow one. 


Though, he knew it wasn’t luck. More along the lines of the Omega knowing better than 
them what would be expected of him. As twisted and fucked up as it was, they’d probably be 
better off playing along with the least inhumane treatment Caleb had gotten while out in 
public. A leash and collar weren’t too bad, compared to him being imprisoned that is, but that 
mentioned muzzle... Hell no. 


And this was only one damned city. But it couldn’t be any worse anywhere else, surely. 
Molly didn’t want to think that it might be. Didn’t want to think that... that maybe they’d 
picked the wrong side. Not everyone could be a giant fucking bastard like Luten. Or maybe 
they could be. Clearly the city guard didn’t give a damned, even the collar didn’t protect 
Caleb from sick bastards. 


Yeah, Molly thought, definitely time to get to the Chateau and back with the rest of the pack. 


He found the Nein in ones and twos once they reached the Opal Archway; Jester and Yasha 
were at a small vendor cart that sold flowers, Beau was sitting atop railing of the Chateau 
itself, while Fjord and Caduceus stood along the side of the main road keeping an eye out. 
Molly didn’t see Veth, which only worried Molly because he didn’t want her to pop up and 
spook Caleb. He was paranoid about too much slack in the leash now, almost as much as he 
was paranoid about Caleb hitting the end of the rope and freaking out again. 


It was a lose lose situation and Molly hated it. 


Something on his expression must have given away his state of mind, because as soon as 
Fjord saw the two of them, he was signaling the others. A minute later and Molly could 
breath again as Caleb was safely surrounded by the Nein. 


“Molly, are you...?” Yasha asked softly, head tilting in concern. 


“I’m fine, can we please just go inside?” Molly bit out, trying to keep his tone in check. “T 
need a break.” 


Thankfully, Yasha let it drop and none of the others picked it back up to press for more 
information. Instead, they all made a bee line for the Chateau, Jester hurrying ahead with an 
armful of flowers. 


Given Caleb’s fear of the place, Molly would have thought they would be dragging the 
Omega inside kicking and screaming. Figuratively, or course, because Caleb was so painfully 
obedient and so obviously well trained that he would never act out like that. A random 
stranger had grabbed him and instead of being upset or angry, the Omega had been on his 
knees waiting for Molly to take him back in hand. Gods, it was so wrong. 


All in all, Molly was feeling quite murderous. The emotion was only tempered by Caleb 
trembling at his side, and even that only served to fuel it. But he did his best to hide it so not 
to scare the mage further. 


The interior of the Chateau was as they all remembered; a fifteen-foot-high chamber with 
four chandeliers that shone light down on the light tan and medium wood tinted with whites, 
gold, and silver. The chairs were on top of the tables in the foyer, the staff not yet finished 
preparing for the day. Serves were standing near both bars, stacks of plates and silverware 
stacked on the countertop. 

Jester was already bounding up the staircase ascending towards the back wall, the cleric 
pausing to turn and wave at the others to hurry up before continuing upward. 


Molly put an arm over Caleb’s shoulder as they followed the others up to the third floor, 
unlatching the leash with a subtle flick of the wrist, the collar coming off next. Off the streets 
it wasn’t required, or at least here Marion wouldn’t enforce the rule, and he couldn’t bear 
seeing it on the mage any longer. He wasn’t expecting Caleb’s reaction, the pure fear 
radiating from him. It was the proverbial final straw that broke Molly’s tenuous control. 


The mage looked over at him with wide pleading eyes, the Omega’s breath catching in his 
throat. “Please. Please, I’m yours, please. I'll be good. Please don’t.” 


Who was Lucien to deny him? A slight detour, then he would finish what he started with the 
brand and Molly could go back to being all soft and content. Would quit bothering him by 
denying his own basic impulses. Mollymauk wanted the mage, Lucien knew that intimately, 
and he didn’t object to the idea himself. Caleb was an interesting one, and a very good 
Omega on top of that. 


“Come with me.” He let go of Caleb, giving him the option to follow or not, and held a finger 
up to his lips before turned and walking silently away from the rest of the group as they 
continued toward the Ruby’s door. 


Lucien found an empty room in short order, giving Caleb a sly smile as he held the door open 
for the mage. It was one of the rooms they usually stayed in when they came to visit, had 
never held even the slightest hint of another scent, and Lucien’s confidence of its vacancy 
was correct. That Caleb had followed very willingly, no collar or leash required, when he 
could have stayed with the others... well, that was the cherry on top. 


Mollymauk wasn’t completely on board with his chosen course of action, but Molly wasn’t 
the one driving right now and could just fuck right off. Besides, he’d thank Lucien later, once 
he had his mark on the Omega’s skin. 


Lucien growled a low desire, stalking closer to Caleb and reaching out one hand to pet down 
the Omega’s arm. He reached up with his other hand, taking Caleb’s throat carefully in one 
palm. He felt more than heard the breathless whine leaving Caleb’s lungs, could feel the rapid 
pulse of the Omega threading under the pale skin. 


Lucien wanted, Mollymauk wanted. It was so rare they ever agreed on anything. But they 
agreed on Pack. You took care of them, protected them. Caleb had asked, had followed, and 
Lucien would give him what he wanted too. 


“Mine.” 


“And he’s really really sweet, but super scared, and you got to remember to not say anything 
about him staying here, though I know he’d be real safe, but he’s scared you know, so he’d 
going to stay with us!” Jester finished explaining the condensed version of the past three days 
to her mother. 


She’d run ahead to talk to Marion first, wanting to make sure that her mom didn’t say or do 
anything to accidentally scare Caleb. Not that she thought her mom would even accidentally 
do that, her Momma was the best, but Caleb was really really scared a lot, so Jester wanted to 
make sure. 


“Of course, my little Sapphire, you need not worry. I will be careful and gentle. I am eager to 
meet him.” Marion assured, reaching out to lay a calming hand on her daughter’s cheek. 


“Oh, momma, I know you will.” Jester smiled, taking her mom’s hand in her own. “It’s just 
that when we came here, we had to go by one of his old Alpha’s house and he was not nice at 
all. So he might be a little more scared than usual. And I think Fjord could really use some 
help. I know him and Molly really like Caleb, but he is just so scared. And if even half the 
other people were as bad as Luten...” 


“Luten?” Marion echoed, a slight frown appearing on her face. 
“Yeah, do you know him?” Jester asked in surprise. 


“Not personally, no. But he had been banned entrance to the Chateau eight years ago.” 
Marion stated, worry entering her tone as she looked Jester over once more. “Bluud had to 
step in both times he came here seeking companionship. The last time, he was told not to 
return.” 


“He-“ Jester began, but a knock on the door interrupted. ““OH! That’s everyone I bet, and 
we'll definitely have to talk about Luten later, but you should totally meet Caleb now!” 


Marion chuckled at Jester’s excitement, watching as Jester hurried over to open the door for 
her friends. She stood as they entered, glancing around at all of them. “It is good to see all of 
you again.” 


“Nice to see you to again, Miss Lavore, and thank you for letting us stay here. I don’t think it 
will be necessary this time, but I feel it’s not said enough.” Fjord expressed, smile genuine 
but stressed. 


Marion inclined her head in acceptance, still searching across their group. She looked over at 
Jester in confusion, seeing no new faces. 


“And where is Caleb?” Marion asked. “I would like to meet him.” 


Fjord looked around, noticing that neither Molly nor Caleb had followed them into the room. 
Stepping back into the hallway he saw both of their bags nearby, so they were probably not 
too far away. And no matter what mindset the blood hunter was in, Fjord highly doubted he’d 
take Caleb back outside of the Chateau. 


“T’ll go find him, he won’t have gone far.” Fjord promised, face flushing in embarrassment at 
the small lift of Marion’s eyebrows. Not enough to be blatant disapproval, but there was a 
hint of a scold there that Fjord felt he likely well deserved. It was inexcusable to lose a 
member of the pack, much less two. One of which was absolutely petrified of being here in 
the first place. 


Fjord headed down the hallway, not really knowing where to go, simply following his 
instinct. Normally Caleb with Molly wouldn’t be a worry, but Molly wasn’t being quite 
himself right now. Understandable, but worrying. Fjord paused as he turned around a corner, 
reaching up to rub at his throat as he felt an odd... emptiness. Like something was suddenly 
missing. 


With growing trepidation, Fjord felt along the pack links and found them all intact.... Except 
one. 


Breaking 
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Caleb was trembling nonstop as he followed Molly, kept his eyes down as he entered through 
the door the Alpha held open for him. He didn’t want to be here, had hoped they wouldn’t 
come here at all, wished that the pack had just headed directly to the docks to get on with 
their mission. But Caleb had a list of discipline coming to him, dreaded facing that in this 
place. 


He knew better than to think this was the something that Molly and Fjord had mentioned. The 
warlock had said we. Even if whatever Molly had planned would lead into the joint 
punishment, Fjord would also have his own claim to stake. Whatever Molly was going to do 
to him now was probably separate, either related to him touching without permission or 
allowing the Alpha on the street to touch him. In all honesty, Caleb expected it would be 
both. 


Caleb wanted to beg forgiveness, but his words caught in the panic that squeezed his throat. 
He couldn’t speak, could barely breath. Despite the additional punishment it would bring, he 
could do nothing to stop himself from backing away as Molly stalked towards him. The 
Alpha’s expression was predatory, possessive, and Caleb was getting a sinking realization of 
just what his punishment would be this time. 


Fjord and Molly had both expressed the importance of consent, whatever that was worth 
from an Omega not allowed to say no, but that wouldn’t apply to a punishment. Neither could 
Caleb even hope for the gentleness he’d wondered if would be present should either Alpha 
use him. This was a punishment, this would hurt. 


Molly’s hand on his throat sent ice straight to his stomach, Caleb drawing ragged breaths as 
he waited for the Alpha’s grip to tighten. He stumbled back as Molly pressed forward, legs 
hitting the bed, but the Alpha’s grip kept him standing. 


“Mine.” 


Caleb tensed, breath catching at the low growled tone. He didn’t resist Molly as the Alpha 
pulled him closer. He was rougher than he had been so far, but still the touch wasn’t quite 
painful. He shuddered as Molly held him against him, the Alpha breathing in his scent as he 
growled again. “Mine.” 


Caleb nodded mutely, looking away in submission. Anything to keep from earning any 
additional punishments. Molly’s thumb stroked lightly over his neck before the Alpha pushed 
him backward. He fell onto the bed, choking mid-breath for a moment as Molly drug him by 
the neck more fully to the center. It was a punishment, one a long time coming and well 
earned, it was supposed to hurt. 


It was fine, he belonged to the pack. The Alpha would keep him, wouldn’t leave him here if 
he could take his punishment like a good Omega. Molly wanted him, Molly would keep him. 
It... it was okay, it was good. Even if it meant being taken alone into a bedroom, in a brothel, 
being used. If he was good, maybe it wouldn’t be too painful. Molly was claiming him, that 
was good. It had to be, right? Molly wasn’t stripping him, wasn’t shoving him back or 
flipping him on his front. The Tiefling was currently only intent on touching, on covering 
Caleb with his scent. He was dominant and demanding, but at least it didn’t hurt yet. 


Seconds crawled by like hours with Molly blanketing Caleb’s form, and he began to 
tentatively hope that this wouldn’t end in sex. That maybe he had misinterpreted. Molly 
claiming him was good, being covered in the Alpha’s scent claim was good. It would 
discourage other Alphas. Better still, maybe he wasn’t being punished at all right now. The 
less pain the better, he still had the planned joint discipline from the Alpha’s later. 


Caleb’s breath slowed, tension slowly easing as he began to relax. Molly was being gentle, 
just touching as he had every other time, though far far more thoroughly. He forced back the 
fear when the Alpha straddled him, Molly growling lowly as he bent to breath in the Omega’s 
scent. The pain took Caleb by surprise, sharp and sudden. 


Caleb yelped a cry of pain as Molly bit down on his neck, hard. Caleb’s stomach twisted and 
rolled as a feeling like fire ran through his body. Familiar and painful, a shock that had Caleb 
arching and screaming into the palm that was suddenly over his mouth. It hurt, gods it hurt. 
He tried to pull away on instinct, couldn’t keep from struggling, but was firmly pinned on his 
back with a snarling Alpha above him. Molly held Caleb firmly under him on the bed as the 
Tiefling’s tail lashed wildly behind him. 


There was the punishment. Sharp and pointed and so so terrifying for where they were. 
Caleb’s muffled cries died down as the pain dimmed to a manageable level. He stopped 
struggling, fighting to get his limbs to cooperate. He was well aware the Alpha would soon 
move to beating him to submission if he didn’t get his act together. Some song. Same dance. 


Caleb whined a soft submission, going as limp as he could with electric pain racing through 
him still, and baring his throat. He couldn’t stop shaking, wished very much to go back to the 
gentle touch and purrs, but it seemed that game was long over now. This had to be what the 
two of them had been planning, the broken shards of the pack bond still flooding sharp pain 
through him. Stupid, so stupid to want, so stupid to begin to trust. They were as any other 
Alpha, him only their plaything. 


Caleb whimpered in pain and fear as the Alpha pulled back slowly, tongue licking the blood 
from his lips as he looked down at Caleb beneath him. He flinched as Molly reached for him, 
cringing away from the brush of fingers on his cheek. “Fjord will find us soon and we’ll both 
mark you again, just be patient.” 


Both. Caleb closed his eyes, heart sinking. Both. Which meant they would do this again. And 
again. However many times until they decided he’d learned his lesson. Or until they tired of 
the game. Or some heard the game and came to offer them coin for a round. 


“Plea-“ Caleb cut off with a sob as Molly pulled him upright, gritting his teeth as he held his 
breath to keep from fighting the touch. No additional pain came, the Alpha only moving him 
around as he wished. 


Surprisingly, the warmth of the Alpha helped, the touch easing the pulsing pain as Molly 
began running fingers through his hair, down his neck. He wasn’t used to getting soft touch 
after having the pack bond broken, was usually left to ride out the pain on his own. Or if he 
did receive any touch, it was blows rained down on him for failing to live up to his Alpha’s 
demands he make the challenge worthwhile. A low rumbled built in the Alpha's chest, 
making Caleb limp and boneless in his firm grasp. 


Lucien let the Omega lean against him, purred a low tone and ran his fingers up and down the 
back of Caleb’s neck. “Just breath. It will be done soon.” 


Lucien very much liked how responsive his Omega was, how obedient. He could do with a 
little less desperate begging, but there would be time to teach him that. Teach him how to 
play. Caleb was doing so well now, was taking this well despite the fear. He would be fun, 
with some guidance. Molly and Fjord could have the soft side, Lucien would take the fun. He 
would give a little of the soft to his new Omega now, knowing better than to let Molly back 
just yet. That trade off would need to wait until the other fully appreciated having a 
submissive again. Certainly it would help that they both like this one. Once Lucien had put 
some work into Caleb, he would be perfect for them. 


He looked up as the door to the room swung open, barely sparing Fjord a glance before 
refocusing on Caleb in his arms. 


“What are you-“ 


“Hush now, give him a moment.” Lucien chided Fjord, holding Caleb close to his chest and 
stroking the Omega’s hair. ““We can bond him again in a moment. Really, you should have let 
Mollymauk do it with you the first time. It would have saved me the trouble.” 


“Lucien...” Fjord stated slowly, tone going wary as he watched the two of them. Caleb was 
shaking in small tremors, a low whine coming from him every now and then. It was obvious 
he was in pain. “What did you do?” 


“He said he was mine, and I gave him what he wanted. Or will, once this passes.” Lucien 
explained easily, smoothing Caleb’s coat as the shaking slowed to occasional shivers. “He’s 
nearly recovered, don’t give me that look.” 


“What did you do?” Fjord repeated, entire body tensing as he took a rigid step forward. 


Lucien’s fingers tightening in Caleb’s hair as he tilted the Omega’s head, showing the 
bleeding injury. Fjord wanted to be sick when Caleb opened his eyes and looked at him with 
sheer terror. Fjord was horrified and guilty, the emotions warring and soon paling in 


comparison to the raw rage at what had just been done. He hadn’t wanted to believe it, 
searched within himself again for the link only to find it still gone. 

“Fuck, why would you- Lucien, you had no right to do that!” Fjord snarled, fury rising as he 
took another step forward. His pulse pounded in his ears, every muscle tensed to fight. 


“He said he was mine. I want him, Molly wants him. Why should you have him to yourself?” 
Lucien stated curtly. “Just get over here and bite him with me already.” 


“T’m not going to put him through that again! Dammit, Lucien!” Fjord snarled. He couldn’t 
believe Lucien had actually broken the pack bond simply because he wasn’t part of it. 


“You want to leave him unclaimed, here? Tsk tsk, I didn’t think you so cruel.” Lucien 
mocked, dropping his hands from Caleb and sliding out from behind the mage. 


Caleb took in a sharp breath as Lucien walked away, jerking to his feet trying to follow. He 
swayed for a moment before his legs gave out, the Omega collapsing onto his knees. “Please, 
please, please, Alpha, please.” 


Fjord took a step back, blinking in shock at the sheer desperation in the Omega. Caleb was 
chanting the plea nonstop, eyes wide as they flashed between Fjord and Lucien. He was 
nearly hyperventilating, shaking again as he begged. 


“That’s enough of that.” Lucien ordered after a few moments, crouching down to look Caleb 
in the eye as he brushed the mage’s hair from his eyes. “I won’t let you go so easily, love. 
Just be patient.” 


Fjord turned a slow glare at the Lucien when Caleb immediately obeyed Lucien’s command. 
It had been a very long time since he’d dealt with Lucien, he’d forgotten how dominant the 
man was. How much of a challenge he always presented. 


Lucien didn’t manipulate instinct like Beau could, but he pushed at just the wrong places to 
set Fjord off. 


“Lucien.” Fjord growled a low warning, hands curling into fists as the other Alpha 
straightened. 


“T try to help and this is the thanks I get? Can’t you see he’s drowning for some direction?” 
Lucien scoffed, the quick twitch of his tail the only indication he was just as intent on this 
challenge as Fjord. “You really are clueless about his kind.” 


“He just needs time, we’re not-“ 


“Time to what? Drive himself to madness? You can’t appreciate the gift you have dropped 
into your hands.” Lucien interrupted fiercely. 


“He’s not something to be owned!” Fjord snapped back. 


“In this world you helped create, most anyone would say he is. He would say it. Yet you deny 
him even that. You’ve seen what others do to Omegas, and you threaten him with that every 


day.” Lucien countered, voice rising steadily to match Fjord’s. “He would not insist so 
desperately he belonged to you if he had even the slightest belief that you wished to keep 
him. You put no work into him, didn’t want him in the first place.” 


“You know damned well that’s not true, Lucien.” Fjord snarled in return, sidestepping and 
keeping pace as Lucien slowly began to try and maneuver behind him. “I’m trying to help 
him!” 


“Youre training him in all the worst ways.” Lucien continued without pause, ignoring Fjord 
in favor of continuing to dig at the weak spot. “Making him so terrified you might leave him, 
sell him, give him away. You never let him know his place, never let him belong. What fun is 
he to play with like that?” 


Caleb didn’t dare move. 


He had seen Alpha’s fight before, a couple of times it had been over who got to use him. He 
only wished this was so simple. For as much as he was terrified of the violence playing out in 
front of him, he was far more terrified of the fact that he was no longer claimed and Fjord did 
not want to remake the bond. He was an unclaimed Omega in a brothel. Worse, in the Lavish 
Chateau, where the clientele could do as they wished and none would stop them because they 
paid for the privilege. Where none would care about the wellbeing of an unclaimed Omega. 


Caleb had tried everything he could to be good, had tried so hard to adapt to the changes and 
desires of the pack. He was never good enough. Was not even good enough as a plaything for 
Fjord. Molly wanted him- No. No, Fjord has called him Lucien. Molly was Lucien now, 
however that worked. And maybe that was why Fjord rejected him. Molly was now Lucien, 
somehow... whatever that meant. Caleb could not even fathom what he might have done to 
trigger that change. 


In the end, the how and the why matter little. It was his fault, or at least he would catch the 
blame. Would suffer the consequences. WAS suffering consequences. That’s what he was 
here for. 


Caleb felt himself begin to drift as the two Alpha’s voices slowly rose, louder over each 
other. This could go so many ways, none of them pleasant. This was leading to a fight, easy 
to see, and the victor would decide his fate. Would likely claim him fully as was their due. 
That was easy, was expected. It was the after that he did not know, was terrified of. 


Another bond would be made with the claiming, it was instinct when fucking an Omega. 

He’d been taught that much through experience. It made the removal of that more painful 
given how quickly it would cement the connect. Never mind the pain of the act itself. He 

could count on a beating before and after for having caused this in the first place. 


And with how strange this pack was, the incomprehensibleness of their behavior, they might 
both use him. One, then the other, and might still leave him unclaimed when they were 
through with their fun. There was no way out of this. He didn’t know what he had done 
wrong, had no way to promise never to do it again. 


His eyes closed, head dropping in resignation as Fjord lunged at Lucien. 


Beauregard was antsy. Uncomfortable with how long Molly and Caleb had been missing, and 
now Fjord. Yeah, they were all three probably somewhere in the Chateau, and both Alphas 
posed no threat to Caleb, but she still didn’t like it. If she had to guess, she’d say they were 
probably trying to reassure the Omega that he wasn’t about to be dumped here. Or they were 
talking him into meeting Marion. Gods knew those two were bull headed enough to try, even 
if it were probably impossible. Beau knew they’d have to end up ordering him, or just forcing 
the issue. 


There were plausible reasons for the three of them to still be gone, but she was still uneasy. 


Beau was always on edge at the start of a new assignment, especially one headed up by the 
Assembly. At least this time they didn’t have to work with any Empire mages, if you didn’t 
count Caleb. 


Which... she didn’t. Not in that way. 


At least they weren’t left to sit in silence, Jester was quick to fill that. Her chosen topic of 
discussion did nothing for Beau’s feeling of unease. 


“So... this Luten guy. What do you know about him? What did he do to get kicked out?” 
Jester asked, throwing herself on Marion’s bed and kicking her heels over her head. Beau 
would guess her disinterest in where the other three were meant she’d come to the same 
conclusion about Fjord and Molly convincing Caleb he was safe here. 


“He began asking companionship, on occasion, four years ago. He was rougher than many of 
them wished. Enough that none agreed to spend time with him a second time. The last 
instance, when he was told not to return, Bluud had to intervene.” Marion explained simply. 
“He had been warned his behavior was not tolerated. He did not see how it mattered.” 


“He ever ask for you?” Beau asked bluntly. 


Marion smiled, the expression wry and a bit sharp. “Men such as him often do. I assure you, I 
have had no trouble from him.” 


“Well, he certainly holds a grudge. Guy probably was the one putting all the bad press into 
Caleb’s head about this place.” Beau snorted. 


“Do you know anything else about him?” Yasha asked lightly. 


“T am afraid I do not. I know he is a mage. If you can gain audience, Lord Errenis may have 
more information. He is a powerful wizard, might know more of Luten.” Marion suggested. 


“Yeah...” Beau drawled slowly, grimacing. “I don’t think that’s gonna be an option.” 


The last thing they needed was to draw attention to themselves or the Assembly’s secret 
magic circle. No need to piss off the Nicodranian government and the Cerberus Assembly all 
at once. 


“T am sorry I could not be of more assistance.” Marion apologized. 
“Don’t worry about it.” Beau shrugged, unconcerned. 


“Actually, Miss Lavorre.” Caduceus said evenly, drawing the Ruby’s attention. “If it’s not too 
much trouble, there is something you could help us with, I hope?” 


“Of course, what is it you need?” 


“Well, it’s about Caleb. I know you haven’t met him yet, and I don’t know what Jester’s told 
you.” Caduceus explained sedately, choosing his words carefully. “He hasn’t exactly had an 
easy time of things, and we don’t really know what we’re doing, and I was hoping you might 
have some advice on that?” 


Marion chuckled, but inclined her head in agreement. “I am sure I can provide some insight 
into the nature even before meeting him.” 


“We'd be grateful for any-“ Caduceus stopped short, all of them freezing at the sound of 
something breaking. It was light and distant, but still well within the walls of the Chateau. 


Beau straightened from where she had been leaning against the wall, Jester rolling to her feet 
from the bed. They waited in tense silence, hoping it had been an accident maybe from down 
stairs even though the direction was wrong. Only two breaths later and the sound of 
something shattering came again louder, this time the wall trembling a bit in the aftermath. 
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Beauregard, when she found them, almost couldn’t process the sight before her. 


The monk had spared a moment to talk the others into waiting, telling them that if it were 
Molly and Fjord fighting (either each other or someone else) a sudden influx of new people 
would not make the situation any better. Especially with Caleb involved. That had gone 
spectacularly badly when it was just them close to home, she didn’t want to deal with the 
overprotective instincts in a new city. Not when they were already keyed up by that dick 
Luten. 


Yasha and Jester had trailed her halfway to the commotion, both of them promising to wait 
unless she shouted for them. 


Beau found them in the room that was not quite officially reserved for them when they came 
to visit. The room itself was... was a fucking mess. 


There was a shattered lamp, the scent of oil almost cloying, and Beau attributed that to the 
original shattering sound that had caught their attention. The large hanging painting was on 
the floor now, ripped down the middle from where it had fallen on the edge of the desk it had 
hung over. The large oak armoire was fallen on its side, meager contents scatter on the floor 
in front. 


Fjord and Molly wrestled on the floor for dominance, each sporting bloodied injuries, but at 
least no weapons were in sight. Most concerning was the blood on Caleb’s neck, the Omega 
huddled by the foot of the bed as he stared blankly at the fighting Alphas. Beau guessed that 
Caleb being hurt might have been what had started this, but she saw no evidence of anyone 
else. And neither of them would willingly hurt Caleb, so what the hell? 


Unfortunately, stepping in to stop this wasn’t in the cards. Neither of them had reacted to her 
appearance, which told her they were too wrapped up in this primal struggle to really notice 
much. Back in the days before civilization, this might have been a turning point for the pack, 
a switch of leadership. Now it was fucking inconvenient and was scaring the shit out of 
Caleb. 


Beau slunk forward slowly, watching for any opening that might present itself so she could 
separate them. Knock some sense into both of them. 


It was Caleb that noticed her first, the Omega drawing in a frightened breath. Both Alphas 
looked at him, gazes cutting over to her next. She braced herself to become their focus, the 


threat to what they were essentially probably fighting over. Except the only one that seemed 
to view her that way was Molly. The Tiefling snarled, posture shifting as he attempted to 
keep both Beau and Fjord in view. 


Fjord, on the other hand, seemed more confident with her arrival. 


It was enough to shift her view of what was happening, and Beau didn’t like it. Fjord was 
treating Molly like a threat, not like a rival. She could work with that, even if Molly gave her 
shit for it later. She stepped forward to help, doing little more than drawing Molly’s attention, 
and it was enough for Fjord to wrestle him on his front. In a matter of minutes, Fjord had 
Molly pinned with one arm twisted behind him in the warlock’s iron grip. 


“You want to tell me what the fuck is going on?” Beau growled, squatting down to glare at 
them both. She kept just out of arms reach, enough so if Fjord wanted to grab he’d have a 
hard time doing it without letting go of Molly. 


“Lucien decided it would be a fucking great idea to break the pack bond.” Fjord growled, the 
subject of his ire hissing angrily as the warlock’s grip on his arm tightened. 


Beau cursed, standing up and pacing a few steps. Lucien definitely complicated things and he 
had some really shitty timing. “Dammit, Lucien, could you have picked a worse time to pull 
shit like this?” 


“Chance is a fickle thing. Presented with an opportunity and a willing sub, who was I to pass 
that up.” Lucien laughed out almost airily, though his voice was tight with discomfort. “He is 
a prize after all.” 


“Don’t talk about him like that!” Fjord ordered, a growl underlaying his tone. 


“Tt’s a compliment, or don’t you think of him as such. Don’t tell me you’ve no pet names for 
Molly, or the monk for hers.” Lucien growled, tail trashing and slapping like a whip against 
Fjord’s leg. “Get over yourself and let me go so we can make him pack again.” 


Fjord growled in annoyance and frustration, the sound being the only tone he seemed to be 
able to make right now. He paused for a moment, trying to reign in his fury, even his tone, but 
his words still came out a barked order. 


“Caleb.” 


The mage flinched as Fjord called his name, hollowness making way for a racing fear. He 
unwound himself from the tight ball he’d curled into, crawling shakily over to bow with his 
face pressed to the floor in front of the Alpha. He couldn’t get his voice to work, didn’t know 
what to say to fix this. He could only submit, wait for punishment or dismissal. 


“Caleb, you don’t have to do that. I won’t force a bond on you if you don’t want it.” Fjord 
began, looking down to growl Lucien into silence before the bloodhunter could finish 
drawing breath to speak. The other Alpha struggled shortly, but soon stilled. 


“I’m yours.” Caleb pleaded in the short pause, voice thin and broken. He didn’t want to play 
this game, but less wanted to be left at the Chateau alone and vulnerable for any of their 
patrons to use. 


“I’m saying you don’t have to be. You would be safe here. Marion would be able to help you, 
better than us.” Fjord pressed on quickly. “I came to bring you to meet her, you’! like her.” 


Caleb shook his head, didn’t care that the refusal would get added to his list of punishments. 
Beau was here to keep track now, even if the other Alphas didn’t. This was one lie he would 
not believe. “Please, Alpha. Please... I’m sorry, I- I don’t know what I did, but I'll be good. 
Please.” 


“You're not leaving him here.” Lucien snapped, ignoring Fjord’s growl and tightened grip. 
“He’s mine.” 


“He’s not a thing to own!” Fjord snarled. 


“T’m not the one that keeps putting those two ideas together. Stop threatening to leave him 
here!” Lucien growled back, attempting to twist around and out from Fjord’s grip. 


“Would the both of you shut up!” Beauregard snapped, striding over and slapping Fjord 
upside the head and glaring down at Lucien. “Let him go, this isn’t helping. And you stop 
being such a complete dick!” 


Fjord cursed but released Lucien, sitting back and letting the Tiefling roll upright. Lucien 
rubbed his shoulder, glaring at the warlock. Fjord met the other’s glare, holding it until 
Lucien looked away. 


He’d always felt Lucien’s fondness for them, if it even was his own and not an echo of Molly, 
was a tenuous thing. Lucien never truly let on to how he felt about the Nein and Fjord was 
left to guess based on his actions. Yet here he was speaking in defense of Caleb (sort of). 
He’d hurt the Omega, but so had Fjord, so had Molly, and the rest of the pack, all in their 
own way. Unintentionally thought it had been on their end. 


“Come here, Caleb.” Lucien ordered, breaking Fjord’s train of thought. 


“No.” Fjord grimaced, eyes narrowing as Caleb jerked back from where he had begun to 
obey Lucien. The Omega rocked onto his heels as he shifted to sit upright on his knees, hands 
clenched over his thighs. “Lucien, that’s not-“ 


“If you won’t bond him, I will.” Lucien growled. 


“T swear, if you two don’t stop growling at each other, I’m going to kick both your asses.” 
Beau interrupted them again. She was more than done with the both of them. Seriously. 
Done. Bad enough Lucien was making things difficult, but Fjord had absolutely no excuse. 
And Lucien had a point. Fjord dragging his feet was just making things worse. “Fjord, just 
get over it. Obviously he doesn’t want to be owned. No one does. But until we find better 
solution or a place that he feels safe, that’s how it’s gonna be. Yeah. Lucien’s a dick. That’s 
established. Now will you two get this over with so we can move on.” 


Beau poked Fjord with her foot, looking pointedly over to where Caleb was still holding his 
submissive posture. Fjord grumbled lowly to himself, flashing a warning look to Lucien, then 
moved over to slowly kneel in front of Caleb. He kept his movements slow and careful as he 
reached for the now cringing mage. 


“Hey, easy. You’re okay. I’m sorry about all that. And Lucien.” 


Fjord ignored the insulted growl from the Tiefling, Beauregard lowly hissing Lucien’s name, 
and focused instead on Caleb. He cupped the wizard’s cheek, gently tugging the Omega’s 
face upward. “It'll be nice and easy, just like the first time.” 


“Give him here, I'll hold him.” Lucien demanded, scooting closer. 


“Nobody needs to hold him down, he’s fine.” Fjord growled, shooting a glare over at the 
other Alpha. 


“As I recall, you needed Molly’s help before. And had pinned him before. Shall we skip the 
part where you make him break his own rules before getting it right?” Lucien retorted, 
holding out his hand and beckoning to Caleb. The Omega crawled over, cringing under 
Fjord’s gaze, and was soon pulled so his back was flush to Lucien’s chest. 


Lucien buried his fingers in Caleb’s hair, tugging the wizard’s head back to bare his neck. 
“Besides, we’ ll both need to do this at once for it to work.” 


Caleb’s breath hitched, a whimper leaving his throat as Fjord drew closer. He didn’t struggle 
or try to escape Lucien’s grasp, he knew better than that, however the vulnerable pose and 
being held was twisting his stomach in knots. He was tense again, arm twitching as he fought 
the instinct to curl his arm protectively over his stomach so Fjord could not strike at the 
obvious weak point displayed for him. 


“Hush now, relax Caleb. I’m not hurting you, am I?” Lucien purred the words silkily, gaze 
flitting over and taking in the mage’s posture. 


“S-sorry, Alpha.” Caleb apologized, breath speeding as he flinched when Fjord was settled in 
front of him. “Please...” 


“Oh, love. Don’t worry, he’s not going to hit you.” Lucien advised, breathing the words 
quietly into Caleb’s ear. 


Caleb glanced back at the Alpha behind him, before his gaze darted over toward Fjord. The 
Alpha looked frustrated, but not angry. His hands weren’t curled into fists, his scent didn’t 
hold too sharp an edge. Reassuringly, Fjord agreed with Lucien’s promise. 


“T won’t hurt you. You’re being good, okay. We’lI fix this whole bond issue, get you healed, 
then get going. You’re okay.” 


“Have a preference for side?” Lucien asked, tone amused now and it did nothing for Fjord’s 
mood. 


He threw a glance up toward Beau, the monk still in the room and watching. It felt awkward 
to do this with an audience, but he wasn’t about to ask her to leave. He rather appreciated her 
support in this right now. Lucien annoyed her just as much as him, so having an ally to keep 
an eye on the man was... reassuring. 


At least Caleb didn’t seem overly terrified anymore. He... actually, he seemed less afraid 
than the first time Fjord had needed to do this. The fear was still there, in his scent and on his 
face, but Caleb lay breathing evenly in Lucien’s grasp, not even trembling now. Fjord felt a 
little guilty at how annoyed it made him to see Lucien’s reassurances had apparently done 
more to calm the mage than anything he’d been able to do. 


True to his word, Lucien didn’t appear to be causing Caleb any pain, was in fact absently 
petting the wizard’s wrist with his free hand in what might have been an attempt at soothing 
the Omega. A successful one, if Caleb’s only vaguely anxious submission was any indication. 


Fjord was suddenly a little less worried and a little more jealous, even as he scolded himself 
for the feeling. Still, he couldn’t help but ask. “If you know so much about this, why didn’t 
Molly say something before?” 


Lucien sighed, easing his grip on Caleb’s hair and just playing with it rather than holding. “I 
was with the Tomb Takers and Mollymauk was not present at the time. Memories don’t 
transfer over when you’re not there at all.” 


Fjord supposed that made sense, Beau shrugging a silent agreement when he glanced at her. 
He turned his attention back to Lucien, unable to help his gaze flickering over Caleb’s still 
bared throat. “Are you sure this will work? The both of us? Won’t it just... make one then 
break it? I don’t want to hurt him.” 


“As sure as I can be, I’ve never done it before.” Lucien replied, petting Caleb across the 
cheek and neck when the Omega’s breath hitched at the answer. 


They were not exactly words of comfort for Caleb. Too close to the fear of what he’d thought 
they would do as punishment, what they still might do. Beau’s presence didn’t help matters, 
though he supposed she didn’t make them worse. Three Alphas rather than two wasn’t such a 
big difference in his level of discomfort and fear, and at least she did not have the sharp scent 
of frustrated anger like Fjord. She was annoyed, but Caleb could see that directed at Lucien 
more than anyone and it gave him hope he would not be the one to suffer for it. 


At least they were keeping him. The prospect of receiving their bites was both more and less 
terrifying than when he’d first been given to the pack. Less because he knew what to expect 
this time, at least from Fjord. He only had to breath, be still, and try not to be tense. Molly 
had given them those instructions and Fjord hadn’t made it hurt any more than was strictly 
necessary. Lucien hadn’t made any indication he preferred a challenge, so Caleb would 
default to what pleased Fjord. Lucien’s firm orders and guidance were familiar too, well 
known rules and training that fit into what he had been taught. 


Most of Caleb’s anxiety came from the fact that they were both attempting to create a bond, 
something he’d never experienced nor thought possible. He was unsure of the accuracy of 


Lucien’s statement, but the Alpha was confident if nothing else. It certainly wasn’t taught in 
the Empire, in any case. He would find out soon enough. 


At best, he would be claimed by them both and hopefully would be safer from other Alphas 
for it. At worst, this would turn into a long cycle of forging the pack bond, then breaking it as 
they competed for ownership. 


“Would you two get this over with already...” Beau growled, and Caleb felt a flash of 
appreciation despite the fear of her anger. The anticipation was only making it harder to stay 
still and relaxed as Fjord preferred him to be. 


As Fjord had said, the bonding was much the same as the first time. It did hurt, again there 
was no getting around that, and the more severe pain came from Lucien who put his mark on 
top of the bite he’d already left while breaking the first pack bond. Caleb swallowed the 
small whine of pain, reminding himself this was but a small discomfort to what it could have 
been. 


He held still, didn’t struggle as the scent of Alpha wrapped around him and the threads of the 
bond were forged between himself and the two Alphas. 


Fjord sat back once they were done, letting Lucien hold Caleb rather than try and move the 
Omega. Caleb had been through enough and Fjord preferred not risk starting another fight. 
Lucien was possessive as hell, which sometimes played in the pack’s favor. Fjord tilted his 
head, brows furrowing for a moment before he commented curiously. “Lucien, I didn’t know 
you purred.” 


“Molly can purr, so can I.” Lucien snorted. 
“Yes, [-* 


“And why wouldn’t I?” Lucien continued, interrupting Fjord without concern. “I have an 
Omega who took that very well.” Lucien praised, fingers pressing carefully to his own bite 
on Caleb’s neck. 


“Lucien.” Fjord growled, tone scolding when the mage winced. “‘That’s not what that was 
about, you know he’s not-“ 


“He is, whether you like it or not.” Lucien retorted, glancing down with an almost soft 
expression to Caleb. “Don’t worry, love, I’ll teach you to play proper.” 


“He’s not a pet or toy for you to play with, Lucien!” Fjord snarled, instantly on edge again. 


“Of course not, Caleb’s a participant. Give me some credit.” Lucien replied dismissively. 
“Speaking of... it’s your turn, Caleb.” 


“What?” Caleb asked, the word dropping from his lips in surprise. It was echoed a moment 
later by Fjord. 


Lucien rolled his eyes, pushing Caleb to sit upright and guiding the Omega to turn and face 
him. “It’s a two-way street. Or do you want any random Alpha to be able to break the bond?” 


“S-sorry, Alpha, I’m yours...” Caleb whispered fearfully at the threat, baring his neck to 
show the bite Lucien had left. No, he very much did not want that. Not that he understood 
how this would prevent such a thing. 


“Of course not.” Fjord snapped, lowering his tone when Caleb flinched. He frowned, 
watching with concern as Lucien tugged Caleb closer, exposing his own neck to the Omega. 
“T didn’t... know that made a difference. Or was even a thing. Does it make it permanent?” 


“Not permanent, no. It can still be broken- go on, love, hard enough to break skin- but if 
someone does, you'll know. It will hurt, like it did him earlier.” Lucien replied, cupping the 
back of Caleb’s head and pressing him down. 


“...how can you be so helpful, but such a damned bastard at the same time...” Fjord growled 
lowly. 


Lucien smirked, cutting a look towards Beauregard before focusing back on Caleb. His tone 
was a little less patient, but still not cruel or mocking. “Come now, you’re going to need to 
actually bite me. You’ve got Fjord to do next and I don’t want to be here all day.” 


Caleb had never bitten an Alpha before, would really rather keep it that way and not cause 
harm to the Alpha and face the consequences of that. However, Lucien was insisting and 
disobeying would not end well either. On top of that, Lucien had told him twice now and he 
got the feeling the man was not the type he wanted to make say it a third. 


Putting his teeth to the Alpha’s neck was weird, biting and causing an injury was terrifying, 
but after it came feeling a sort of... wholeness to the pack bond. It was something he’d never 
felt before. 


“Very good. Now go on, Fjord next.” Lucien purred, having not even twitched at the bite. 
Caleb looked away as Lucien pushed him back upright, unable to look at the wound, too 
afraid he would be hit for having caused it at all. But he’d obeyed, had done as Lucien had 
ordered. 


Fjord’s touch was just as gentle, and less forceful in pulling him close. The warlock was 
already muttering praises and reassurance, hands brushing in light touches along Caleb’s 
arms. He purred low and deep and Caleb wanted to press as close to Fjord’s chest as he could 
to feel the soothing sound. He was being good, he was good, he was theirs, Fjord was 
pleased. 


"You’re going to want to get him to bite you, before you put him down too deep.” Lucien’s 
voice broke through the rolling haze creeping up in Caleb’s mind, reminding him what his 
orders were. From Lucien, who Fjord didn’t seem to care much for, so Caleb hesitated in 
obeying as Fjord’s purr lowered until it stopped. 


“Go ahead Caleb, just like you did with him. It’s fine.” Fjord told him, palm covering the 
back of his neck and guiding him. 


Caleb relaxed into the touch, repeating the bite on Fjord and feeling that same odd 
wholeness. It made Fjord’s resumed purr all the sweeter, soothed the anxiety at having the 


taste of the Alpha’s blood on his tongue and the expectation of punishment that came with it. 
He was near floating as Fjord gathered him close, Caleb closing his eyes and listening to the 
Alpha’s heartbeat under the vibrating purr. 


“When’s Molly coming back?” Beau spoke into the short silence. 


“Later.” Lucien answered, tone a little colder as he addressed the monk. Out of all of the 
pack, she was the one he most disliked (if he even liked any of them, Fjord still wasn’t sure) 
and Lucien didn’t try and hide that fact. “Once I’ve dealt with two problematic Alphas.” 


“And they would be...?” Beau asked, tensing and watching him warily. 
Lucien grinned at her, chuckling with a cold humor. “Worried?” 


“A-alpha...” Caleb whispered quietly, voice shaking and a little sluggish as he looked 
between Beau and Lucien. 


“Ever the voice of reason, Caleb.” Lucien sighed, letting the tension go. “The first I don’t 
know his name, but I’ve marked him. The other I should think is obvious. Even Molly 
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approves of Luten’s slow death. You did promise ‘later’. 


Fjord bit back a groan. “Oh, for- Later as in after it looks like we’ve left the city. I’d thought 
to get a few hours out of port, have Jester polymorph and fly a few of us back.” 


“Thats your idea?” Beauregard objected. 


“She’s got a point, it’s rather shit.” Lucien agreed, scoffing at the disgusted look Beau sent 
him. 


“What would you rather do? Kill him now and have not only the Zhelezo to deal with, but the 
Assembly after our heads? Or ignore him and let him get away with treating people like 
that?” Fjord hissed, only just managing not to snap at them, his face flushing a little darker in 
embarrassment. Caleb had closed his eyes again, was leaning into him, and he didn't want to 
disturb the Omega. 


“No, I’m saying it’s a bad idea to go after an archmage with just you, Jester, and whoever 
else she can carry.” Beau shot back. 


“Lucky for all of you, it’s me and not Molly here to help now.” Lucien chuckled. “Though 
Molly would have, but I think you’ll find my skills more... useful in this case.” 


“What, so you, Fjord, and Jester?” Beau asked, shaking her head. “That doesn’t sound any 
better.” 


“Caleb could always fly more of us.” Lucien offered. 
“No way in hell is he getting anywhere near Luten.” Fjord stated evenly, fighting to keep the 


low purr from turning into a growl. He really really didn't want to be the reason Caleb 
became afraid again. 


“T rather like the idea of Caleb being there.” Lucien countered. “I can’t help but wonder just 
what it would take to get the Archmage to beg forgiveness from him.” 


“Tempting, but probably not smart.” Beau offered, pushing off from where she was leaning 
against the bed post. ““We can brainstorm later. You made enough noise and everyone’s 
worried. Honestly, I’m surprised no ones come looking with how long I’ve been gone.” 


Right on schedule, Jester poked her head around the door frame, smiling and walking in with 
a cheerful “hi guys”. Behind her came a rather sheepish looking Yasha, telling Beau that the 
real reason there had been no interruptions was probably Jester’s eavesdropping. Veth had 
either been listening too or just casting her message spell every six seconds to get an update 
from the cleric. 


She greeted Lucien just as enthusiastically as the others, though she did tone her volume 
down when she noticed Caleb’s closed eyes and calm breath. “Lucien, hello, how are you, 
long time no see, do you want me to heal you?” 


Lucien gave a small chuckle, smiling in his sharp way though the expression did hold some 
real fondness. “This? It’s nothing. Save your attentions for Caleb.” 


The mage opened his eyes hearing his name, blinking slowly over at the two Tieflings. He 
didn’t move as Jester came over, nodded tiredly at her question about healing, and soon the 
bites on either side of his neck were fresh healed scars. 


Jester dusted off her hands as she straightened, looking at Fjord and shrugging when he 
shook his head. “Okay, now that that’s all done, momma has some great advice and we 
should totally go hear it, and Lucien you have to be on your best behavior, okay?” 


Lucien smiled wryly, having gotten on his feet while Jester was tending to Caleb, and made 
an X over his heart with one finger. 


Jester nodded acceptance, then turned to face Caleb as he and Fjord stood up. 


“Hey Caleb. Okay, so remember you don’t have to say here, okay? And you’re perfectly safe. 
But I wanted to introduce you to my momma, okay? Her name is Marion Lavorre, the Ruby 
of the Sea, and she really just wants to meet you.” Jester said gently, smiling when Caleb met 
her gaze. “Is that okay with you?” 


The Ruby of the Sea 


Chapter Notes 


Does this count as fluff? 


After Beauregard had left, Jester and Yasha on her heels, the other three stood in awkward 
silence for a long moment. Veth hovered at the door, staying in the room only because 
Caduceus filled the silence with a question. “They might be a while. You wouldn’t happen to 
have any words of advice?” 


“T am sorry, I am not sure what insight I might offer.” Marion said lightly, smiling 
apologetically at him. “I have met few Omegas, fewer still that are from the empire.” 


“A few is still more than we have.” Caduceus admitted, near interrupting her with how 
quickly he spoke. “We know nothing about Omegas. Even the most basic information might 
help.” 


“Dynamics are not all of whom someone is.” Marion stated evenly, tone disapproving. 


“Yes, ma’am, I agree. But he seems to rely a lot on instinct.” Caduceus explained, dipping his 
head in agreement with her words and a slight deference of apology. “We think it’s how he 
was taught. And generally, across peoples of any upbringing, instincts stay the same. We 
know that some in the Empire teach to ignore instinct, we’ve learned how to work with that. 
We only want to learn how to help him feel comfortable. Enough he can get to know us.” 


Marion nodded slowly as she considered this information and that which she had heard 
before. It had been many years since she had last met an Omega from the Empire, back 
before the Dynasty had fallen, before the war had even started. She remembered the young 
woman, though had not gotten a name. She had been short with dark brown hair, had smiled 
at the Alpha she accompanied, had been unaffected by her designation. 


Marion had spoken to them both, enough to see they were truly happy together, that it was a 
proper relationship and none of the dark stories she had heard about their neighbor nation. 
She had not stayed with them long. Jester had been young and adventurous at the time, and 
Marion wanted to spend time with her before she entertained later that evening. 


“Visiting from the Empire,” they’d said. From the Zemni Valley, Marion had guessed based 
on their accent, both of them complimenting her on the performance she’d given and the 
female expressing how Bren would have enjoyed it if he were there. Marion had left them 
hoping the stories were only that. Outliers to the mutual respect that should be shared. 
Certainly those two had seemed happy enough together. 


The war had changed things. Marion heard enough about it from patrons of the Chateau, had 
seen it in many of their eyes. She had worried about Jester out in the world, off looking for 
her father. Her found friends had soothed some of Marion’s fears, the part their pack played 
in ending the war the lingering unease in Marion’s heart. Still, Jester was happy, was cared 
for, and Marion could not ask for more. Her daughter had even found love, and Marion could 
not have been more proud. 


She only felt sorrow that the Empire was such a harsh place to live now. 


“When those in power want you for anything but a personality or mind, I can see the reason 
to retreat to rely solely on instinct to survive.” Marion considered slowly, tucking her shawl a 
little closer around herself. “Time will fix that, as it will his mistrust. You are all good people, 
or Jester would not trust you so. Trusting pack is instinct. If he relies on that, he will realize 
you mean no harm soon enough.” 


Caduceus hummed an agreement, falling silent for a moment as he considered. “I’m not sure 
he’s ever had a true pack before, or if he’s just only been owned.” Caduceus admitted 
uncomfortably. “So I’m not sure how much good we’re really doing.” 


“He has.” Veth spoke up. “Had a pack, I mean. Luc said he had, or he mentioned it anyway.” 


“Tf that is true, then he knows the feeling of being accepted and safe, even if he needs time to 
relearn it.”” Marion mused. 


“Given our line of work, the sooner trust is established, the easier time we’ll all have.” 
Caduceus stated. “Not that any of us want to rush him. As you said, these things take time.” 


“But if he is to work with you for the Empire, trust is needed.” Marion agreed. Discord 
among them would breed disaster during their more dangerous ventures. The current one 
(from what little Jester had imparted to her so far) sounded extremely dangerous on its own. 
More so for the Omega. 


“T cannot offer much insight without meeting him.” Marion began, putting a finger to her lips 
as she thought for a moment. “But perhaps scent would be a good beginning. May serve to 
put him at ease as well. Jester had said he was anxious to be here at all.” 


“He didn’t react well to Jester putting blankets with our scent in his room. Or adding other 
things with our scent either.” Caduceus warned. 


“T suggest scenting him, not his things. I hazard he viewed it as you taking those things from 
him?” Marion said, smiling wryly and continuing when Caduceus nodded. “I understand 
Jester’s thoughts, being surrounded by the scent of the pack generally gives a sense of 
comfort. With the state of the empire, and as you had expressed, him being ‘owned’ rather 
than ‘part’ of the pack, I can understand him not seeing it as such.” 


“How would we do it right?” Veth asked. 


“Casual touch most of the time, though initially all of you would need to purposefully scent 
mark him. Acceptance by all of you into the pack, more formal than I think is done 


anymore.” Marion answered. 
“And that would help? He wouldn’t be scared of us anymore?” Veth pressed. 


“That, I cannot say for sure. Ingrained fear is... difficult to overcome.” Marion replied, 
looking away for a moment. Certainly, her own fears were something she had not been able 
to overcome. “But it may help. A scent claim is simple, but effective, with subtle differences 
depending on the situation. It is a common instinct for anyone, though less predominant than 
most. Even without being aware of why, all of your scents, four of you Alphas. All of that on 
him will warn off any with ill intent.” 


Further discussion was halted by a sharp rap on the door, a muffled complaint that Marion 

recognized came from her daughter, then Jester was swinging open the door and leading the 
four Alpha’s and Caleb into the room. Looking over them, Marion was struck with how bad 
of an idea it probably had been to have every one of the Alpha’s surrounding Caleb at once. 


Caleb was pale and shaking in fine tremors, eyes down as he walked in the center of the 
group. Fjord and Molly were on either side, Beau following with a scowl and crossed arms, 
Yasha at her side. 


“Momma, you know Fjord and Beau and Yasha, and this is Lucien who is sometimes Molly, 
or Molly is sometimes Lucien, you remember I told you about that? Anyway, and this is 
Caleb!” Jester said quickly, reaching back to tug Caleb closer to her despite the small noise of 
complaint from Lucien. 


Caleb stepped forward at Jester’s urging, stopping the instance he was allowed. Marion 
wanted to shake her head. She knew Jester meant well, but she was over eager. 


Marion stood from her chair, stepping forward carefully towards the mage. She ducked her 
head to catch Caleb’s eye, smiling and shifting to only just bare her own throat to him, 
purring in a light tone. A very subtle gesture of submission, of equality. He blinked at her in 
confusion. That was good, it meant he recognized the semblance of what it meant, a greeting 
from one omega to another of the pack. 


Caleb drew in a quiet breath as he tried to catch her scent, Jester stepping back away from 
them while he was distracted. There was much to filter through, so Marion waited patiently, 
and his eyes widened as he finally caught it. 


Marion understood his surprise, it wasn’t often one found an Alpha who submitted like an 
Omega, who purred like one. Who offered equality over dominance. “It is nice to meet you, 
Caleb. As I am sure Jester has told you, I am Marion Lavorre.” 


Caleb hesitated, nervous anxiety easy to read on him, but Marion easily remained patient. 
The mage glanced over at Fjord, tension increasing as the half orc remained silent. Lucien 
tilted his head marginally in a nod as Caleb looked at him, offering a calm assurance. “You’re 
still mine, Caleb. Go on, say hi.” 


Caleb’s shoulders relaxed a little, though instantly tensed again as Fjord gave the shortest 
growl. Marion looked over at him with a sharp disapproval and the sound vanished, though 


the damage was already done. Still, Caleb obeyed Lucien, the wizard turning back to reply to 
Marion with gaze kept lowered. “It is... a p-pleasure to, ah, m-meet you... Alpha.” 


“You owe me no title, but thank you Caleb.” Marion replied, putting a light purr under her 
words. As close as she could imitate that of an Omega. Calming, without the heavy drag that 
pulled him into submission. 


Instinctively, Caleb looked over at Fjord and received only a grimace. Not exactly an answer, 
so he looked to Lucien. The purple Tiefling inclined his head in a nod, which was an answer, 
so Caleb turned back to Marion. “Ah, thank you, Marion.” 


Marion kept her smile in place, careful to keep her tone even and smooth as she turned to 
Fjord. She glanced over at Lucien, dismissing his as he made himself comfortable on the bed. 
Caleb was taking his cues from Lucien and the Alpha’s easy acceptance of this was helping. 
For now, she focused on Fjord, who was decidedly not helping. 


“You will need to control yourself if you wish to help him feel safe.” 


Fjord looked away, having the grace to look ashamed as his face heated. “I know. I wasn’t... 
expecting Lucien. Or the whole... bonding issue. But we’ve worked it out.” 


“You met Luten and didn’t expect me?” Lucien laughed, continuing smugly as Fjord bristled. 
“Naive of you.” 


“Marion had an idea of how to help things.” Veth spoke up, eyes narrowed as she glanced 
between Fjord and Lucien. Not exactly the best lead in, but it succeeded in stopping an 
argument. “It should keep other Alphas away from him too.” 


“Yeah?” Fjord asked in a forced calm tone, focusing too intently in an effort to ignore Lucien. 
There was much Marion wanted to say to that, but little that would do any good. Lucien was 
not one to be swayed and Fjord had already acknowledged his own shortcomings. 


Marion nodded agreement to Veth’s statement, repeating in summary what she had explained 
to the two Betas. She turned back to Caleb as she finished, repeating the submissive gesture 
as he focused on her. Recognition and confusion again, but he held her gaze this time as she 
asked. “Would you agree to try?” 


Caleb glanced over at Fjord and Lucien questioningly. His fear was evident, though Marion 
was unsure what exactly he was afraid of in her suggestion, nor what words might reassure 
him. Lucien sat up and tilted his head as he regarded the Omega, eyes squinting for a moment 
before he nodded. 


He refocused on Caleb, lips turning up in a small smile as he spoke. ““You remember what 
Molly did, when you first met? That’s what this will be. A// it will be.” Lucien looked around 
at all the others except Fjord, adding a short warning. “Don’t touch his neck.” 


A sentiment that Marion well understood, and she gave Fjord a curious look as he bristled 
with a low growl at Lucien’s thin veiled demand. The warlock was bonded to Caleb, she 
would have thought Fjord would agree with Lucien’s request. Or even have made it himself 


should Lucien have not. As an Alpha herself, she would have. It was a symbolic gesture, 
touching or marking that spot. Denoted claiming, acceptance, surrender. Many things 
depending on the situation. 


Though, seeing as Caleb smelled thoroughly claimed by the bloodhunter and not at all by 
Fjord, perhaps they had not come to quite as amiable an agreement as they had claimed. 


Caleb, at least, seemed to take comfort in Lucien’s approval. He dropped his arms to his side, 
standing loose and pliant for whomever wished to begin. He looked subtly around at them, 
trying to judge which would start the process, whether they planned to be as gentle as Molly 
had been. 


He didn’t particularly like training sessions, but he supposed this one was not especially 
unpleasant if that was what it would be. Sitting still and letting the pack touch him as they 
pleased was easy enough. Lucien’s rules helped calm him, though Fjord’s disagreement was 
worrying. 


Lucien had put restrictions in place. This would be like with Molly. Caleb wasn’t sure 
whether the rest of the pack knew what exactly that encounter entailed, but Lucien did and 
would be keeping watch, would moderate the activity. It would be just like with Molly and 
they were not to touch his neck. Lucien’s rules, which meant he would enforce them, would 
keep the pack in line if they began to overreach. A thin veneer of safety, because those rules 
could always change, but Caleb clung to it anyways. 


“So, how does this work momma?” Jester asked, shifting her weight from foot to foot. 


Caleb tensed, eyes snapping over to the other Alpha, for a moment afraid that she would be 
joining in on this. The Nein he had come to get to know a Jittle, but the Ruby was... she- she 
ran the Chateau. What would it mean if she claimed him too? 


But Marion laughed, the sound light and melodic enough that Caleb could find no threat in it. 
“Come here, my little Sapphire, I will show you.” 


Caleb watched as Jester skipped over to her mother with no hesitation, all but flinging herself 
into Marion’s arms. His pulse slowed as he watched, grateful for a demonstration before this 
would be done to him. As it turned out, it truly was very much like what Molly had done. 


Marion curled around Jester in a tender hug, purring lowly as she rubbed their cheeks 
together, running her hand over Jester’s hair as she let her wrists touch as well. It was brief, 
too brief if Jester’s reluctance to pull away was any indication, and it was a familiar sight. So 
familiar it hurt. An image from so long ago, a memory of his own mother doing much the 
same before he’d left to study at the Academy. Of others, his once Pack now separated, those 
shining days buried in the past. His chest ached with longing watching Jester and Marion. 


“Now, why don’t you go try?” Marion suggested, tone still full of laughter. 


Jester giggled and skipped over to him, slowing and walking much calmer the last two steps. 
“Ts that okay, Caleb?” 


Caleb only just stopped himself from baring his neck in a submissive plea of assent. He 
wanted that gentleness, that acceptance as family. But that was against the rules, he did not 
want to get either himself or Jester in trouble. He reached out to her instead, half spreading 
his arms in invitation. 


Jester grinned as she slipped forward, giving him a slow hug and repeating (more slowly and 
with care) much of what Marion had done with her. Respectful of Lucien’s demand, she 
didn’t touch Caleb’s neck. Jester even stayed next to him as Veth and Caduceus moved 
forward to scent him as well, letting him lean into her when his nerves got the better of him. 
He wasn’t trying to disobey or reject their claim, but he was just... nervous. It was different 
than anything he'd expected here and something he’d never thought he’d ever receive again. 


Caleb appreciated Jester’s understanding, especially when Yasha came to take her turn. Caleb 
couldn’t help but look back over to Lucien, trying to read some reassurance in the Alpha’s 
expression. Lucien had said they couldn’t touch his neck, they weren’t allowed to break the 
bond, they wouldn’t play with him that way. 


Caleb had to close his eyes as Yasha reached for him. The large Alpha’s touch was just as 
gentle as Jester’s, her process of scenting him no more invasive either. She even purred a 
copy of Marion’s prompting tone, though deeper than the Ruby. He couldn’t relax into it, 
however, knowing that the monk was next. Beau sidled up to him and Caleb couldn’t keep 
his instinct in check, fear and ingrained training demanding he bare his neck in submission. 


She ignored the gesture, not touching even in acceptance, and instead very clinically repeated 
the motions that the others had done. Caleb still worried, still flinched and threw an anxious 
glance at Lucien. Molly had expressed displeasure once at the monk’s scent being on him and 
Caleb wasn’t sure if that applied to Lucien as well. 


The Alpha showed no signs of irritation, however, so Caleb obeyed his current task of staying 
still and accepting the touch. It was... not reassuring, not exactly, having all of their scents on 
him. It was steadying in a way that let him breathe easier, Yasha telling him how brave he 
was being as she stepped away from him. They were keeping him. He had done well, had 
pleased them, and on some level he understood and believed that they wanted him to stay 
with them. Why else go through all this. 


“Here, Caleb.” Lucien ordered as Beau stepped back. The Alpha scooted to the edge of the 
bed, and Caleb moved without thought. Before Lucien could stand, Caleb was walking over 
to drop to his knees at Lucien’s feet. It felt right, safe. 


Caleb closed his eyes at the purred praise he received, a note of surprise present in the tone as 
well. Caleb could have preened at the low ‘good boy’ spoken over him, whining softly as 
Lucien rubbed his wrist along Caleb’s throat to mark him again. Caleb was being good and 
he loved it, loved pleasing the Alphas and being praised for it. And pleasing them was so 
simple this time. 


Caleb looked over at Fjord as Lucien drew back slightly, waiting in calm patience for the 
warlock to call him over too. It was easy enough to see the pattern in the exercise. Caleb was 
glad it took no thought, was not a game that required his concentration to avoid pain. 


Except... Fjord didn’t. 
“Caleb... you don’t have to kneel like that.” Fjord muttered, looking away. 


Caleb flushed red, dropping his gaze. It was like ice water over the warm comfort, anxiety 
pooling in the pit of his stomach. He’d thought he was being good, he... Oh, right. The pack 
didn’t like him on his knees. Before he could move to try and fix the mistake, Lucien growled 
above him. 


“Fjord. If you don’t stop making him feel bad about his own decisions, I’m going to stop 
playing nice.” Lucien warned coldly. 


“Tt’s hardly his decision when you keep giving him orders!” Fjord growled back. 
“T didn’t tell him to kneel, he chose that himself.” 
“Because you-“ 


“Fjord.” Marion interrupted him, tone soft and quiet, but authoritative enough that the 
warlock’s mouth snapped shut midsentence. “That is not helping.” 


Fjord grimaced, looking away as he sighed. He rolled his shoulders, forcing away the tension, 
then moved forward. He stopped and jerked back, surprise crossing his face as Caleb flinched 
and shrank back against Lucien’s legs. 


Lucien smirked, putting a hand on Caleb’s head and letting him press close. Caleb hoped it 
was a protective gesture, or even possessive if it got him the same protection from Fjord’s 
wrath. He wasn’t sure how two bonds worked in this type of situation. 


“Your comfort is not focus of this, Fjord.” Marion advised, tone not betraying the frustration 
barely evident on her face. 


“Sorry... Caleb, I’m sorry, I’m not going to hurt you.” Fjord promised quietly as he dropped 
to sit cross-leg on the floor, taking a moment to try and catch Caleb’s eye before pointedly 
looking away. 


Caleb didn’t move, unsure what was expected of him, uneasy with the warlock’s deferral. 
This was the pack leader, why was he apologizing, submitting? He pressed further into 
Lucien, the only one who’d given him any sort of guide on how to act, the one who’d been 
pleased with him. Fjord had been pleased yesterday, but Caleb had no idea what he’d done to 
earn that and had no idea how to repeat it. 


“Wanna give him a little help, Lucien?” Beau muttered after a long standoff, glaring at the 
purple Tiefling. 


“Not really.” Lucien said smugly. He sighed at the pout from Jester and the thin-lipped 
disapproval from Marion. Lucien leaned back, nudging Caleb with his foot. “Go on, love. 
Just like with Molly.” 


Caleb slid over to the warlock, dropping his head in submission as he moved within arm’s 
reach. Fjord hesitated to touch him, anxiety spiking it Caleb’s chest. He threw a terrified look 
towards Lucien, fear not alleviated at all to see the irritated expression on the bloodhunter. 


“Tf you don’t want him Fjord, I can redo the bond without you.” Lucien said icily. 


Fjord snarled, quickly grabbing Caleb and pulling him solidly against his chest. “It’s not 
about wanting him! Of course I- He’s not-“‘ Fjord sputtered. 


“Molly’s going to kick your ass, and I honestly am disappointed I won’t be truly here to 
witness it.” Lucien snorted. 


“Fjord.” Marion repeated again, tone more scolding. 


Fjord kept any further comments to himself, choosing to curl closer to Caleb and breath in his 
scent. The pack was all over him, which was a comfort. “Sorry. Lucien gets on my nerves, 
always has. You’re good, I’m sorry. I’m not mad. You’re good.” 


Not exactly the most heartfelt of reassurances, but the words weren’t insults and degrading 
slurs, so Caleb would take them. Easier to accept, if not fully trust a this point, was the gentle 
touch from the warlock's hands. Fjord was not as thorough as Lucien had been, but still 
placed his scent mark on Caleb all the same. Caleb half expected Fjord to push him away 
when he was done, the warlock having shown no interest in having him close by recently. He 
couldn't help but tense in expectation, the mage finding it difficult to fully trust the 
acceptance from the Alpha. 


Yet Fjord let him stay, even situated himself so Caleb could more comfortably sit as the 
discussion and focus of attention moved away from himself. 


“Now that Fjord’s gotten over himself, can we make a plan?” Beau asked caustically. 


“We have a ship, we just need a crew. There were plenty of sailors in the taverns that could 
be looking for work.” Veth suggested. 


“Are we all gonna go, or are some of us waiting here?” Beau asked, glancing over at Caleb. 
“T mean... it was kinda traumatic the first time. Do we wanna wait, sneak him out when we 
have everything ready to go?” 


“Marion.” Lucien drawled slowly, back to reclining lazily on the bed. “They asked Luten, but 
he was the worst kind of scum, so perhaps you could enlighten us the laws for Omega’s 
here?” 


Market Day 


As it turned out, a leash and collar were not entirely required for Caleb. 


Between Marion (who wasn’t entirely sure), Bluud (who also wasn’t entirely sure), and Tyral 
(who actual knew for sure), they came to the conclusion that a collar was the only thing 
technically required, but it wouldn’t be too big a deal for him not to have one if they were 
careful. Caleb wouldn’t be arrested or taken away, but the Nein would likely face a fine. So 
long as the guard were given no cause or reason, they wouldn’t so much as touch Caleb. Fault 
would lie with the Nein and Caleb would be blameless and unharmed. Omega’s were rare 
here and, while just as objectified as in the empire, they were slightly more protected. 


At least in the sense of owner’s rights. 


Halfway through the discussion that most certainly didn’t turn into an argument between 
Fjord and Lucien, Jester had taken her paints and made a much simpler and more comfortable 
collar than the one Caleb had brought with him. When she finished with her magic paints and 
pulled the thing from the paper, it came up as soft padded leather with an elegant, scripted 
design around the outside. It truly was a thing of beauty, and Caleb’s expression as he 
accepted it from her was almost worth the pain of him having to wear a collar in the first 
place. 


Fjord took the original from Lucien, giving it back to the mage with a muttered repetition of 
the reasoning Caleb had given him as to why they had to keep it at all. Much as he’d rather 
destroy the damned thing, they really did do a lot of business at the capital, and he wouldn’t 
put it past the Empire to punish Caleb for something he didn’t have any control over. Scratch 
that... he Anew they would. 


So, the collar remained. 


Fjord didn’t feel any better about any of it when the wizard had thanked him for letting Jester 
put the new collar on him, but he did take comfort in the fact that Caleb at least looked more 
at ease. Between Jester’s soft cheer and Marion’s warm comfort, Caleb’s scent had lost the 
sharp edge of terror. By the time they left the Chateau, he only gave Fjord and Lucien 
occasional glances to check they took no exception to his actions. 


In all honestly, Fjord felt rather stupid for having gone with Luten’s claims about the city’s 
requirements in the first place. Sure, he’d been just as eager as any of them to just get away 
from the bastard, to get Caleb away from him. And it wasn’t like they’d had any indication 
that the Archmage was lying. It was a flimsy excuse and not one that made Fjord feel any 
better. 


He supposed he should be grateful that Lucien wasn’t giving him shit about it, but then again 
Lucien had vanished the instant they’d left the Chateau. One moment the bloodhunter had 
one arm around Caleb, the next the omega was pushed into Fjord’s space and Lucien was 
walking away with a wave and a promise to ‘find them later’. 


Probably off to get into some kind of trouble, which Fjord didn’t have the energy to try and 
stop him. Nor did he get the sense Lucien would take very well to be followed or was in any 
mood to be talked out of whatever bad idea was in his head. Fjord was a little envious of the 
easy dismissal of all worries, the casual disregard for potential danger so like Molly. For as 
much as the two were so different, they were a lot alike. 


Except, Lucien seemed like the type to /ike having an Omega collared and tethered at his 
heel. Maybe not as specifically cruel about it like Archmage Luten, but it still irritated the 
hell out of Fjord. All he could see was Lucien using Caleb’s training to his own amusement. 
It bothered Fjord and he knew it would bother Molly that much more when he came back. 


And yet... 


Fjord had to swallow his own objections, ignore his own bitter feeling of failure that Caleb 
was responding better to Lucien than to anything he’d done... Well, almost anything. The 
day before they’d left to come here, he’d made some good progress with Caleb. He might 
have undone most of that today, between the bond being changed and his own reactions to 
Lucien, unfortunately. He regretted that, truly, but Lucien’s sudden appearance had (as 
always) put him off balance. 


Now that the man was out of sight, if not completely out of mind, Fjord tried to focus on the 
mission at hand. Easier said than done when all he wanted to do was stop and reassure the 
mage following him. 


Caleb was rigid and tense once Lucien left. The walk towards the docks was awkward and 
uncomfortable as a result, the mage staying in perfect step beside Fjord. The rest of the pack 
flanked around them, none of them bothering to hide their glares at anyone that so much as 
glanced at Caleb. It didn’t take long for Fjord to realize they weren’t going to find anyone to 
fill out their crew for this voyage with the vibes they were throwing. Everyone was giving 
them a very wide berth. 


Honestly, it kind of... emphasized to Fjord the power an Omega held. And the mage didn’t 
even know how he affected them. Or if he did, he probably wildly misinterpreted it. The Nein 
were tense and on edge because Caleb was tense. 


Fjord knew it was probably his own fault for how uneasy Caleb was currently, but he wasn’t 
sure how to fix it. And he didn’t have time at the moment, nor a quiet place to stop and 
apologize to the wizard. If Caleb hadn’t been so petrified of the place, the Chateau would 
probably have been the better idea for him to stay until they were ready to set off to 
Brokenbank. Best solution he could come up with now was just getting out of the city. And 
maybe when they all met up, Molly would be back and things could get back to normal. 


Fjord let out a low sigh, finding somewhere off the path to step out of view as he turned to 
the rest of them. “I think we should divide and conquer. Caleb, if you’re okay with it, maybe 
you Jester and Veth could scout out some taverns, any sailors off on leave or looking for 
work? Jester do you know any that are more... reputable?” 


“Of course, of course. We can definitely do that.” Jester agreed, smiling when Caleb stepped 
over to her with only a few hesitant glances to Fjord. “We can get supplies too! Caduceus, 


will you come with us for that?” 


“If we’re getting food for the journey, how many crew are you looking to hire for this?” 
Caduceus asked Fjord, easily agreeing to Jester’s suggestion. 


“No more than twenty for this first leg of the journey. The ship’s not that big. It’ll take about 
ten days to get to Brokenbank, give or take.” Fjord replied. 


Caduceus nodded thoughtfully. “We’ll probably need to stop at a few places to get enough 
food then.” 


“It’s... it’s a sea voyage, Cad, you just need hard tack and salted meat for most of them.” 
Fjord huffed in amusement, shaking his head at the look the Firbolg leveled at him. 


“Caleb, is it okay if I come with you?” Yasha asked softly. 


“Ah, I... if+ if you wish.” Caleb’s gaze flickered over to Fjord again, uncertainty evident in 
his tone. Fjord again very much regretted making Caleb be so wary of him. 


“That’s probably a good idea, actually.” Beau commented, folding her arms. “Do we want to 
meet up at the boat? We can send crew that way when we find em.” 


Yasha nodded. “I will bring the supplies and meet you there.” 


“Veth, while you’re out looking for supplies, would you see if you can find some of that 
black powder?” Fjord inquired. “If the ship has cannons, we’ll need a supply. If it doesn’t, we 
should see if we can have it outfitted. We'll need them.” 


Veth enthusiastically agreed, grinning with a gleeful expression as Fjord pulled out the large 
bag of coin from Luten and divided it among them all. Fjord entrusted Caduceus with the 
coin for food supplies. He handed Caleb a bag as well, closing the mage’s hand over it when 
Caleb just stared at him uncomprehendingly. 


“For anything you need. Spell components, general supplies, new spells if you can find or 
want them.” Fjord explained evenly. “I don’t know anything about what you might need.” 


Thankfully, Caleb didn’t put up a fight. Fjord really didn’t know anything about what he 
might need for Caleb. Or... Omega’s in general, if they needed anything specific. He didn’t 
think so, Jester would have said. Or Marion. Probably... 


Fjord shook his head, getting his thoughts back in order. “If you find anyone that looks 
capable, send them to the east side of the docks. That’s where we’ll start.” 


“See you guys at the boat in a few hours.” Beau commented, waving a hand over her 
shoulder as she headed off. 


Fjord sighed, shaking his head and turning to follow. “Jester, if we haven’t shown up by 
noon, message us to make sure we’re still alive, alright?” 


Jester chuckled, lifting a hand in salute. “Aye, Captain!” 


aaa 


It was very odd... buying things. The shopkeepers seemed to find it equally odd, if Caleb 
were reading their expressions correctly. He couldn’t imagine they had many Omegas come 
through buying things. Especially magic components. None of them complained, however. 
Which Caleb attributed completely to Yasha’s large form standing always behind him. 


Caleb didn’t require much, wouldn’t dare spend any more coin than strictly necessary. 
Additional components for the teleportation circle were his first purchase, as Beau had 
wished bring him along specifically in case such was needed. There were a handful of small 
spell components that had been lost or destroyed during his delivery to the Nein; a crystal 
bead, rhubarb, some sulfur, a feather, molasses, and licorice root. All easily replaced for a 
handful of silver. His shopping was done in one stop, Caleb storing the purchases and passing 
all the remaining coin to Caduceus, who was the only one who would accept it. 


Jester flitted around energetically with Veth in tow, though they never strayed far for more 
than a few moments. Both always brought Caleb something each time the returned to the 
group; Jester usually food and Veth a small trinket. Caduceus was the most effective in 
purchasing supplies for the most part, at times following the two beta’s and other times 
stepping off on his own to speak to a vendor. But Yasha never strayed from Caleb. 


He found it intimidating at first. Terrifying, actually. Until the first time a stranger had looked 
at him sideways and she had suddenly been an imposing wall between them, a low thrum of a 
growl motivating that person to move along. The Alpha was still frightening, but suddenly 
Caleb was very okay with Yasha’s presence. She didn’t touch him or demand anything of 
him, barely seemed to look at him most of the time. And it was hard to be too frightened of 
her when Jester danced by occasionally and gave her a flower, or a kiss, or a pastry. 


Which was another oddity. How often they allowed him food. Already Jester had given him 
enough pastries that he was beginning to seriously worry about being able to keep accepting 
them if she continued. As it was, he’d taken the last hour to finish the most recent offering 
she’d handed him. And most of that muffin had gone to a stray cat when the cleric hadn’t 
been looking. 


It didn’t help that there were so very many vendors, the streets crowded and busy at the 
height of the day. It was a bustling port city, much as anyone could expect. People of all races 
roamed the streets, a cacophony of noise as barkers shouted news, or a group of customers 
haggled with the vendor as they tried to get the best prices, and even entertainers out 
performing for stray coin. 


It was bright and colorful and full of life. The throngs of people put a spiraling ball of anxiety 
in Caleb’s stomach, but with Yasha standing guard and Jester and Veth taking the majority of 
attentions, Caleb could almost enjoy the day. He could smell the salt of the ocean breeze, had 
the pack around him with one of the gentlest Alpha’s keeping track of him, he had clothes 
and shoes, and had even been gifted a collar that was a comforting presence at his throat and 
no more. 


His only worry at current was watching Jester purchase yet more pastries at another vendor 
cart. They looked appetizing enough, a glazed roll with bits of fruit on top, but he wasn’t 


entirely sure he could stomach more. Caduceus was his unlikely savior, drawing Jester’s 
attention as she came bounding over. 


“T think one of us should head to the ship. I’m sure Fjord and Beau will have sent some 
people by now. Someone should be there to keep an eye on things.” Caduceus suggested, 
glancing between them then over to Yasha. “I think you might be best. If Lucien shows up 
there, you’ll have better luck with him. And we don’t know who might be part of this new 
crew.” 


“Okay. I can do that.” Yasha agreed softly, a slight note of hesitation in her tone. 


Caleb wasn’t sure why she might be uneasy. He felt uneasy, oddly enough, at the thought she 
would leave. The three Beta’s were possessive enough of him, they had all been very obvious 
in leaving their scent on him in small ways while out in the market. Small touches here and 
there; Jester’s hand on his arm when she handed him food, Veth’s touch lingering on his wrist 
when she tugged him over to see something, and Caduceus’s gentle pats on his shoulder 
when anxiety threatened to freeze him in his step. It helped, but none of them cut the same 
intimidating figure that an Alpha did. 

“Caleb?” 


Caleb startled back realizing Veth had been trying to catch his attention. He froze mid-step as 
Veth touch his wrist lightly. Not to keep him still he didn’t think, but he didn’t pull back any 
further just in case. “I- sorry, w-what, ah...” 


“Tt’s okay. I was just asking if you wanted to go too?” Veth repeated, smiling at him 
worriedly and letting her hand slip off him. “You looked like you were done shopping, and... 
well, after this morning... I thought you might need a break. We’ve been dragging you 
around all over the market.” 


“T- I did not mean to... I- | have no complaints, ple-“ Caleb began, glancing nervously at 
Yasha. He wasn’t sure how to take Veth’s offer, wasn’t sure whether he was in trouble or not. 


“No no! It’s totally okay if you do!” Jester jumped in, visibly calming herself when Caleb 
flinched from her. “I mean, it might be pretty helpful too. You can help Yasha keep Lucien 
from getting all bored and murdery waiting on us.” 


“Does he....” Caleb trailed off, gaze flickering around them all uneasily. He had a sense of 
how dangerous Lucien was, much the same as he did Yasha and Fjord. Betas could be just as 
dangerous, but in his experience their tempers were less volatile. He wasn’t sure what Jester 
meant by ‘murdery’, but it sounded as if Lucien had a sharper temper than the others. He 
pushed on, daring to ask when none of them made a move to correct nor stop him asking. “Is 
he easily, ah, angered?” 


“Umm... I don’t think so?” Jester said after a moment, voice high pitched and unsure. 
“We really don’t know him as well as we do Molly.” Veth admitted. 


That was about as good a lead in as he was ever going to get, and it was well worth the risk 
of angering them to find out what he’d done to change Molly to Lucien. Or if it even had 


anything to do with him. And how to fix it if it did. “May I ask... They are...two people?” 


“Oh, right. I guess we never explained...” Jester mused, flushing a little. She hesitated, 
looking at the others for a moment. “Short story I guess, since I’m not sure how much Molly 
would want to tell you himself, and you know it’s his past and all...” 


“He does not talk of it often.” Yasha spoke up softly. “There is much he does not remember.” 
Jester nodded agreement. “Yeah, and we don’t ask Lucien because that doesn’t seem fair.” 


“Molly died a few years ago. On a job escorting one of the Assembly up north. He’d only 
been with us about a month, so he wasn’t completely part of the pack yet.” Veth explained 
carefully. “A few months later we found out he was alive, but he wasn’t himself. Instead he 
was Lucien, had his own pack, and had made enemies with the Assembly.” 


“We tracked him down a few times, he had his own plans that did not sound good. That last 
time when we caught up to him, his pack had been killed. Him too, almost.... but Caduceus 
had joined us going to find him, and we brought him back.” Jester picked up, tone somber. 
“For a while, he was Molly, but then he was Lucien again and it was... not good.” 


“He cared for his pack. In his own way.” Caduceus explained simply. “Much as he cares for 
this one. Much of it is Molly I think, but Lucien is dangerous enough that if he truly felt 
nothing for us, he’d make things more difficult.” 


“More than he does already, you mean.” Jester snorted mirthfully. 
“He hasn’t tried to kill any of us yet, at least.”” Caduceus said with a shrug. 


Caleb tilted his head for a moment, considering. It was insight on where Lucien had come 
from, what drove him and his desires. His fears even. Certainly it gave him warning enough 
for topics not to touch on or mention. Yet Caleb was still just as confused as before as to just 
why Molly had changed now. 


“We never know why he shows up, though most often it’s been during stressful moments.” 
Caduceus added. 


Caleb looked up to meet the Firbolg’s gaze, looking away quickly and flushing as he realized 
how blatantly he’d let his own confusion show. It was a dangerous habit to get into, showing 
his own weakness. It wouldn’t be the first time someone, Beta and Alpha alike, had used such 
against him. 


“TI keep meaning to ask him. Whether he chooses or if it just happens.” Yasha admitted. 


“T mean, it makes sense this time.” Jester reasoned. “Even Fjord was ready to kill Luten, it’s 
no wonder Lucien came out feeling the same. Because he totally does, and maybe it was 
because him and Molly agree on something for once.” 


“It... would be dangerous, to attempt to harm the Archmage.” Caleb cautioned hesitantly. It 
wasn’t his place, he knew, but any potential fallout from such an attempt would eventually 


come back on him. Whether their plans to kill Luten were real or simply words only, he 
couldn’t help but hedge against future pain. 


“Don’t worry, Caleb.” Jester assured him, smiling brightly. “Lucien’s real good at dealing 
with magic things. And he doesn’t like the Assembly either.” 


That didn’t bode well for him, seeing as he was originally Assembly. Not that he counted 
among their ranks now, but Beau viewed him as such so why should Lucien not do the same. 
Caleb could only guess that Lucien had either not realized or did not know. Though he did 
hope that, much like Beau seemed to do, the Bloodhunter would not hold it against him. It 
was much easier pleasing an Alpha who didn’t already want him in pain. 


“Don’t worry about it Caleb.” Veth advised. “We'll be extra careful, if anything does come of 
it.” 


Setting Sail 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“I’m sorry for being such a dick.” 


“What?” Fjord asked, turning to look at Beauregard as the monk heaved a heavy sigh. He 
glanced towards the door to the tavern they’d set up in, jerking his thumb at the latest hire’s 
retreating back. “I thought you were actually quite polite this time.” 


“Not him.” Beau growled, rolling her eyes. “I meant to you. Earlier, the whole... Look, I get 
it. | mean, probably not really, but it sucks when Molly’s not here.” 


“No. It does, yes, but no. You were right, Marion too. I was making it harder on Caleb. 
Lucien surprised me, but I’ve got more to lean on than Caleb and I should have just done 
what was needed without making him worry about his place with us.” Fjord stated, shaking 
his head. He’d had time to think over the last couple of hours and, while he felt it a little 
unfair how his own comfort was dismissed, he didn’t hold it against them. 


Between himself and Caleb, Fjord knew he was the one more stable and better able to handle 
stepping too far outside his comfort zone. 


“His timing just really sucked.” 


Beau huffed a laugh, giving him a half smile. “I know, right? Worst timing in the world. If 
he’d of waited a few days, no big deal, but right after dickhole Archmage...” 


“You don’t think he’d go after Luten alone, do you?” Fjord asked, the thought suddenly 
occurring to him. Lucien wasn’t generally that reckless, but throwing an Omega into the mix 
might change that. 


“T don’t think so. He mentioned two Alphas he wanted to kill, so my guess is he’s killing time 
hunting down whoever it was pissed him off on the way to the Chateau.” Beau guessed, 
frowning down at the table. “I’d say ‘poor bastard’, but I doubt it was just some small thing 
that brought him out. Not with how Molly was when he showed up.” 


“All the better we get out of town as quickly as possible.” Fjord muttered with a sigh. 


“No argument here. What all else do we need?” Beau agreed, leaning forward and resting her 
elbow on the table. “Captain and cook are easy, you and Cad. I’ve already claimed first mate, 
obviously. At least until Molly’s back. Then he can be your first mate.” 


Beau grinned, leaning toward Fjord and jabbing him with an elbow as she tried to turn the 
comment into a joke. It was a sucky one, but Fjord scoffed anyway. He was just glad of 
something to break the tense atmosphere of their conversation. 


“T’ll make sure he knows to give you pointers next time you fill in for him.” Fjord teased. 
"I'm sure he'd be glad to give you details on the-" 


Beauregard interrupted him with a long groan, making fake gagging motions as she laughed. 


Feeling much lighter in spirit, Fjord reaching into his pocket and pulled out a roll of 
parchment, flattening it out onto the table with one palm. His handwriting wasn’t the most 
legible or neat, but it served its purpose. 


“We still need a navigator, a gunmaster-“ 


“T don’t know why you’re looking for one of those, you know Veth’s gonna claim that job, 
right?” Beau snorted. 


“Yes, but we should probably have someone around who actually knows what their doing.” 
Fjord retorted, though there was a laugh in his tone and a small smile on his face. 


Beau grinned, elbowing him in the ribs lightly, then nodded toward the paper. “What else?” 


“That’s all really. We could do with a few more deck hands, but we’ve got enough to get by.” 
Fjord stated, folding the parchment back up. “We’ll pick up some more at Brokenbank, some 
with less ties to the mainland since we’ll need to be a little more open about our purpose.” 


“Should we call it for today, head back? The others are probably already there by now.” Beau 
asked. 


“Maybe. Getting to Brokenbank shouldn’t be difficult, even without-“ 


The sound of wheezing pipes and a rhythmic thud of footsteps approaching interrupted their 
conversation. Fjord stopped midsentence to turn away from Beauregard and look up to the 
surprising sight of a tortle. Surprising in that he’d seen maybe three of them in his life, but 
more surprising was the noise he was emitting. The source of the wheezing was very 
obviously the three ivory bagpipes emerging out of his shell, the instrument giving a thin 
peeping squall with every step taken. He was average height, with green leathery skin 
mottled with darker green spots. His face tapered into an almost beaklike nose, a black 
eyepatch covering his right eye. 


The tortle came to a stop in front of Fjord and Beau, his attentions obvious in the way he 
tilted his head to regard them with his good eye. He studied them for a moment, eyes 
flickering over Fjord’s neck, then gave them a slow curling grin. “Word is y-y-y-you’s a h- 
hirring, turn-turnin-ng Alpha’s a- away. L-left- left n’ right. Friend an’ me, could u-u-u-use a 
job. Seem like it be a m-m-m-might be a good fit.” 


Beau narrowed her eyes, beginning the interview as she had every other by taking in a long 
deep breath. Fjord did much the same, which the tortle tolerated with good grace. Neither 
caught the scent of Alpha, the tortle was of Beta designation it seemed, but there was a hint 
of a familiar sweetness clinging to him. The two of them glanced at each other, 
contemplating silently, then Beauregard leaned back in her seat with a subtle shrug. 


“Why don’t you join us.” Fjord offered, spreading a hand toward the vacant seat. “We’ve got 
a few more crew needs filled, we'll see if you fit. Will this, ah, friend of yours be joining us?” 


“T like to..m- m-m-make sure it’s... safe for him. Y-y-you un-understand. The n-na-name’s 
Orly. M-m-marius will meet on the ship, if we can c-c-c-ome to an arrangement.” Orly 
explained, settling himself slow and easy into the offered seat. 


His voice was a comfortable drawl, even through the stuttering, and Fjord had never heard 
his accent before. He seemed trustworthy enough on first impressions, though Fjord was less 
than comfortable with the way he skipped over any possibility of them meeting this ‘friend’ 
before hiring him. 


“This friend of yours an Alpha?” Beau asked bluntly. ““We’re not exactly excluding anyone if 
they are, but about the time I mention ripping people’s balls off for touching Caleb, they tend 
to back out.” 


“We’ve got an Omega as part of our pack. Caleb.” Fjord explained. “We’re not hiding it, 
quite the opposite. We want to know if it will be a problem now.” 


“He’s not there for entertainment or any shit like that.” Beau barked out. “You or anyone else 
touches him, you can count yourself lucky if we let you swim back to shore.” 


Orly gave a low half breath of a chuckle, head bobbing in an easy nod. “T-t-t-that won’t be a 
problem. Wh-wh-where ‘bouts you headin’?” 


“Brokenbank.” Fjord answered simply. “What skills do you have to offer? Your friend too, 
we’re not looking for dead weight.” 


“Marius is handy at a-a—alll sort. R-r-regular h-h-haaard worker. I been on a-a-a-a... a few, 
crew, m’self. Been n-n-navigatin’ these waters for f-f-f-few years now.” Orly answered easily. 


“What a coincidence, we need a navigator.” Beau said dryly. 
Orly looked over at her, expression open as he gave a half nod. “T-t-t-tha’s why I’m here.” 


“Uh-huh.” Beau snorted, unimpressed. “And where do you come from, originally? Didn’t 
think you guys existed, to be honest.” 


“T was b-b-b-born up in Lushg-g-g-gut Forest. Been on the-the coast e-e-e-ever since.” Orly 
answered, expression open enough that as much as Fjord tried, he couldn’t find any deceit. 
“You d-d-d-on’t get out this s-s-side of tha Empire much, d-d-d-do you?” 


“No, not really.” Beau told him, shrugging and leaning back with a dismissive sniff. 


““A-a-any- anywhere on this side of the L-1-l-ucidian Ocean, I can- can get ya’ll there.” Orly 
boasted confidently. “Even p-p-p-places I ain’t neva been, I can get you there.” 


“As I said, we’re headed to Brokenbank. Initially at least. After we’re a few days out, you’d 
get our full course. And the option to remain part of the crew or be dropped off at the nearest 


port depending on if you’re up for the job.” Fjord told him, shrugging at the look Beau gave 
him. 


True, they had been doing a much longer song and dance around the main point of their 
intentions. Fjord got the sense that Orly would appreciate the direct approach, and that the 
tortle wasn’t one they’d need worry about his morals. Not when it regarded Caleb. With Orly 
sitting with them, he had a chance to parse out the scents for the tortle. 


Beta, as they’d originally thought, with a flavor of saltwater and fish. Under that was just a 
hint of human sweetness, a similar flavor to Caleb but its own unique twist. Yet unmistakably 
Omega. The how and why were a mystery, but he'd been in contact with one sure enough. 
Might be his friend, Marius, and if so Fjord felt compelled to give him a little warning. For 
the Omega's sake, if nothing else. Call it his own guilt at having terrified Caleb again. 


As most potential crewmen had, Orly hesitated at this news. “Which port would you b-b-b-be 
leaving us?” 


“Damali, or one along the Vezdali Peninsula, depending.” Fjord replied. 
“D-d-d-depended on w-w-what?” Orly pressed, a frown crossing his face now. 


“How many stay. If we can make it to Brokenbank with those who opt in, we’ll leave anyone 
at one of those ports. Otherwise, you’ll have to leave the ship at Brokenbank. That’s our first 
stop in this, no matter what.” Fjord explained. 


“You still get paid. Fifty gold for the trip.” Beau added, leaning forward once more. “You can 
hop ship back where ever it is you want once we get there if you’re out. But we’ve got a job 
to do and it’s not exactly risk free. So we’re giving our crew options.” 


Orly nodded slowly, remining silent for a few minutes as he contemplated the offer. Neither 
Fjord nor Beau rushed him, letting him take his time. Beau got up to pay the tab they’d built 
up while sitting interviewing crew and by the time she got back, he’d made his decision. 


“T-t-t-tha’s an offer too g-g-g-good to pass.” Orly stated, rising slowly to his feet as he 
reached out to shake Fjord’s hand to agree to the contract. “I'll g-g-g-go and collect M-m-m- 
marius. Wh-which ship are we sailing?” 


“Tt’s called the Southern Squall, down at the west side of the Restless Warf.” 


mw 


Nicodranas was an interesting place. 


Lucien had never spent time here, but Molly had, so he found his way around easily enough. 
He wasn’t thrilled with leaving Caleb so soon after bonding the Omega, but it was a 
necessary evil. Lucien much preferred being away from the Nein while he dealt with the rush 
of memories. There were always so many to sort through and once they began it was like a 
torrential flood. Sitting through Marion’s supervision of the pack bonding and scenting Caleb 
had been difficult enough, even with the soothing presence of the mage. 


Most of the memories were tame, even if the process was anything but, however some were 
physically painful. Whatever magic bound them together in one body made their physical 
form remember as well. Echoes of past injuries felt as if new, though nothing showed on his 
skin. Lucien wasn’t sure if Molly felt it this keenly or not. He didn’t remember the other 
speaking of it in any case. And while words, actions, and feelings transferred over, thoughts 
did not. 


The small cuts were no bother and Lucien barely registered them. An itch rather than a sting, 
and easily dismissed. It was the mark of their trade, he didn’t fault Mollymauk for that. 
Harder to ignore were the broken bones or deep bite of a blade in his flesh. Many of those 
memories were almost familiar, the close brushes with death having (at times) brought 
Lucien closer to the surface. 


Remembering moments with the Pack was it’s own challenge. He had no qualms about the 
physical, he would admit Fjord was attractive enough. That had been discussed the first time 
they’d realized Lucien and Molly were sharing. It was the affection he wasn’t sure how to 
process. That was the majority of the reason he did not want to be around them until the tide 
slowed and he’d unearthed himself from it. Lucien would rather not let them see the slight 
flicker of affection towards them. 


Yes, he liked them, but he didn’t /ike liking them. He knew them, but he didn’t know them. 
Not as Lucien. Not as himself. His own solitary encounters with them were brief, and the past 
few times always overhung with the push to have Molly back. When it had just been Lucien 
in this body, he’d known them only from a distance. As people trying to bar him from his 
goals. Not enemies, not really, just... annoyances. 


Now, he didn’t know if that affection for them was his own or not. He would be willing to 
find out, except that wasn’t possible. With Molly being the one in control most of the time, it 
wasn’t like he could just leave and see how he felt. Lucien would very much like for it to just 
be himself in this body, wanted to feel whole again, to pursue uninterrupted his own plans. 
That wasn’t to say he wanted Molly gone. Well... he didn’t want him dead, at least. Lucien 
counted Mollymauk as the others, an annoying packmate who he wasn’t sure he liked. 


Lucien bit back a sigh, shaking the thoughts from himself as he looped around the side of a 
warehouse, then climbed a convenient ladder onto the flat roof. His quarry was inside, and 
better connected than he’d appeared if the guards at the front door were any indication. Two 
big bruisers in leathers and ratty vests. Cheap hired hands that Lucien wasn’t about to even 
care about. 


This did, however, present an opportunity. 


There was little Lucien could do to further his agenda on his own and little he could hire 
another to do that Molly or the others might potential immediately counteract. However, the 
pack was going to be out at sea soon. Lucien knew he could remain in control for a few days 
without issue, was for damned sure going to stay to see Luten die, and by the time Molly was 
back to remember... 


The two thugs were guarding the front door, seemed uninterested in moving from their 
station, but there had to be another way into this place. It was just a matter of finding it. 


Lucien paced quietly around the perimeter of the room, peering down each wall while 
keeping out of sight. He found a window on the west side facing the ocean, far enough up 
that it was possible to reach to get inside. Doubtless it would not be quietly, drawing the 
attention of the two meatheads. Perhaps that was just as well. He’d need to provide some 
incentive for his mark to do the job he had in mind. In fact, perhaps a more spectacular 
entrance was in order. There were only the three in the current vicinity. Hardly a challenge. 


Lucien paused for a moment to make sure he had all his equipment, closing his eyes to make 
sure the flood of memories had truly subsided. He’d stayed away long enough his head was 
near swimming with the volume. Most were dismissible, though he paid special attention to 
any that had to do with Caleb. Little of note enough to change his approach to the mage, 
though it pointed out a need for taking care getting the Omega’s agreement on anything. 


His mind was clear of any more intruding thoughts, he had his weapons, and he could feel the 
thrum of his unique abilities in his veins. Lucien grinned to himself, turning and striding to 
stand quietly looking down at the two guards. 


Drawing his blades, Lucien dropped down between them. 


me 


Caleb trailed silently after Yasha, staying as close as he dared beside her. He didn’t want to 
risk running into her, in case that upset the Alpha, but he left very little distance between 
them. With it being just her and the rest of the pack absent, he felt more vulnerable. 


They made it to the ship easily enough, Yasha easily navigating to the designated dock. The 
Southern Squall wasn’t much to look at; a medium sized ship equipped enough for deep 
water, could hold a crew of about thirty or so, and was not outfitted for any kind of battle. A 
few sailors were walking up and down the gangplank carrying crates and boxes, while a few 
were up on the rigging fixing sails and tying ropes. 


“You took your time.” 


Caleb and Yasha both looked up to see Lucien sitting with one leg dangling off the railing of 
some scaffolding on the pier across from their ship. He stood up and leapt down the fifteen or 
so feet, landing with a near feline grace. 


“Have you been waiting long?” Yasha asked simply. 


Lucien snorted, walking easily toward them. “Long enough. I see we’ve got a crew now. 
They’ve been busy loading supplies, but they didn’t look to need any supervising, so I left 
them to it.” 


Lucien slowed as he focused on Caleb, tilting his head as he regarded the mage. He stopped, 
taking in how Caleb was holding himself so stiffly now, neck not quite bared just yet, but the 
submissive gesture was there just under the surface waiting for him to get closer. Lucien’s 
gaze flickered over to Yasha briefly, before fixing back on the wizard. “You seem nervous in 
a very specifically directed way. Were you all talking about me again?” 


Yasha shrugged, walking past Lucien to board the ship. “He was curious, so we explained 
some things.” 


“Poorly enough to make him afraid, apparently.” Lucien complained, holding out a hand and 
beckoning to Caleb. “Come here.” 


“Or it might be the blood on your clothing.” Yasha commented, pausing on the gangplank to 
watch them. 


Lucien looked down at his front, head tilting slightly. 


“So there is.”” He commented unconcernedly, running his fingers through Caleb’s hair when 
the Omega came within reach. Because afraid Caleb might be, but the Omega was still 
dutifully obedient in putting himself under Lucien’s hand as he’d been told. Too obedient, 
Lucien knew him to be now thanks to the remembered moments. A small hitch in his plans 
and desires, thought it was nothing he couldn’t teach Caleb to overcome. 


He rewarded Caleb’s obedience with gentle touch, remembering clearly that the mage liked 
that. Lucien slid his hand down Caleb’s arm, taking the Omega’s hand into his own. He 
pulled Caleb along behind him, leading him to follow after Yasha to board the ship. 


The deck rocked slightly, only the barest motion tethered as it was to the docks. 


“The others should be here soon.” Yasha advised, watching with concern as Caleb was all but 
glued to Lucien’s side now. At least the Tiefling was keeping him to the side of the ship, out 
of the way of the sailors and partially blocking him from sight. 


“Good.” Lucien commented airily. “The sooner we get out of town, the better. I’Il tell you all 
about it later.” 


Yasha lifted her eyebrows, moving to stand on the other side of Caleb as Lucien let go of the 
mage’s hand. “Will you?” 


“If I don’t, I’m sure you’ ll ask Molly later. But suffice to say, that man will not be bothering 
anyone in the city again.” Lucien explained cryptically. 


Lucien wasn’t keen on explaining further, would only admit that it hadn’t been Luten and, no, 
there would be no guards coming after them. Yasha wasn’t the best at asking, Lucien dancing 
metaphorical circles around her attempts to get an answer out of him. He was having fun at 
least, at her expense and not Caleb nor the new crew’s. Yasha could handle that, it wasn’t so 
different from the playful teasing of Mollymauk. Just more bite to it. 


They explored the ship, which took little enough time, and Lucien cleaned the blood from his 
clothing and skin. 


Fjord and Beauregard arrived before the others, the warlock immediately stiffening upon 
seeing Lucien. He didn’t say anything, but he avoided the Tiefling’s gaze and instead moved 
begin issuing orders to the new crew. Beau stayed with him, taking her cues from Fjord and 
being a second pair of eyes managing the ship’s preparation for departure. 


Jester, Veth, and Caduceus joined the chaos a half hour later, bringing with them one last 
wave of supplies to be loaded and put away. With them came a tortle and a skinny, handsome, 
half-elven man with blonde hair cut short on the sides and a curl of hair flopping down his 
forehead. The blonde man didn’t look anything like a sailor, his outfit stood him apart from 
the crowd, and he was layered so heavily in perfumes it made Yasha’s nose burn as he passed 
by. 


As soon as Fjord noticed Orly, he shouted the tortle’s name and waved him over. Yasha 
tagged along, trading with Veth for someone to keep an eye on Lucien and Caleb. Orly made 
his way in an easy amble to Fjord, introducing the half-elf as his friend Marius. 


It was an interesting introduction that involved more anxiety from Marius and more watchful 
tension from Orly than Yasha thought was strictly necessary. But it passed quickly, Fjord 
shaking Marius’ hand and directing him toward the crew storing away the last of the supplies. 


Final preparations were made in short order, Orly getting a course set to get the on the way to 
Brokenbank. Fjord gave instructions to get a half day journey out to sea, then switch back 
around to move along side the coast. He hadn’t forgotten about their unfinished business with 
Luten. Any questions or curiosity about the oddities of their newest additions to the crew 
would wait until after. 


Within the next hour or so, the ship was fully prepared to leave port. With a short called 
order, a few crew hands began untying the ropes holding the Southern Squall to the docks. 
Slowly, with the sun beginning to fade across the late afternoon sky, they set sail in to the 
Lucidian Ocean. 


Chapter End Notes 


What is Lucien up to you ask? Answers maybe had next chapter! 
Or, you know, later on. We shall see. 


Also Marius! And ORLY! I hope I'm not completely screwing up writing him. It's hard 
to capture his speech in written form. 


Thanks for enjoying this story with me!! 


Bad News and (Not So) Surprise Decisions 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


In the four hours since they’d left port Fjord managed to snap at Lucien five times, each 
occasion sending Caleb flinching and cringing into the Tiefling. He couldn’t apologize, 
despite how guilty he felt each time. Lucien never gave him a chance. Either managed to rile 
Fjord up all over again, or tugged the wizard away before Fjord could get a handle on 
himself. His anger wasn’t for Caleb, not at all, but the Omega didn’t know that. Or assumed it 
didn’t matter at least. 


And Lucien never left his side, or rather he kept Caleb nearly right at his heel. The 
bloodhunter was being an annoying bastard and, between hounding Fjord about going back to 
deal with Luten and just being his grating self, Lucien was finding it far too easy to get under 
the warlock’s skin. Which led to Fjord’s current situation, staying alone in his cabin staring 
up at the ceiling and hiding from both the crew and the pack. It was better this way, for now. 


Of course, fate was not so kind to him. Fjord bit back a groan, sitting up as there was a light 
knock at his door. His call of “come in” was met with exactly everyone he’d been avoiding. 
Caduceus led the way in, a somber looking Beauregard behind him. Veth and Jester were a 
step behind, along with Lucien and Caleb, and Yasha brought up the rear. 


Fjord was instantly on guard. He wasn’t sure he was up for another bout of scolding for 
having scared Caleb. Yeah, he was having issues right now. Fjord was well aware of his own 
failure and didn’t need it thrown back at his face. That was the entire reason he was being a 
coward and hiding away. So that he couldn’t keep hurting Caleb. However, Lucien voiced his 
own question before Fjord could do so. 


“Now that we’re all together, what is so important?” Lucien sighed, gaze flicking over to 
Beauregard. Fjord guessed she’d been the one responsible for getting Lucien to agree to talk 
at all. 


“T was talking with Jester and a potential problem came up. I asked Caduceus and he agrees, 
Veth figured we should tell you both at once.” Beau explained tersely, glancing over at Yasha 
with a shrug. “You were with those two, sorry.” 


Yasha glanced at Lucien and Caleb, but returned Beau’s shrug with a dismissive one of her 
own. Fjord was comforted that the pack seemed to be picking up the slack on protecting 
Caleb. Certainly Fjord felt better knowing Lucien wasn’t sequestering the Omega away. This 
‘potential problem’ did not sound good, however. 


“And the problem would be?” Fjord prompted, keeping his tone neutral. 
“You can’t kill Luten.” Beau stated simply. 


“What?” Fjord and Lucien asked in unison. 


Lucien’s tone was a harsh snarl and Fjord felt guilty at how please he was that it was the 
Tiefling, and not himself, that Caleb was cringing from. He didn’t want Caleb to fear anyone, 
but at least it wasn’t him screwing things up this time. 


“Yeah, I know, unpopular opinion.” Beau said easily, unphased. 


“T was just wondering about how often I’d need to send messages to update the King on our 
progress.” Jester explained, wringing her hands together and not quite meeting anyone’s eyes. 
“And it just, you know, sounded like he was supposed to be our contact, and how are we 
going to get information to and from if he’s gone?” 


“Why don’t you message those people that brought Caleb to us?” Lucien suggested icily. 


“And tell them what? We know we’re supposed to talk to our contact here in the city, but he’s 
dead so we have to talk to you? Oh, what’s that? It’s suspicious that he meets us and instantly 
dies? How strange.” Beau retorted dryly, voice flat and insulting. 


“We’re not saying he lives forever.” Veth interrupted quickly, eyeing Lucien’s stormy 
expression. Fjord’s wasn’t much better when she glanced at him. “But we need him around 
for a little while. At least until we finish this mission for the King.” 


“More time to consider this, to plan how to handle the Archmage, isn’t a bad thing.” 
Caduceus advised, expression a reflection of the discomfort in his voice. 


“You can’t be serious. Fjord are you really...” Lucien’s eyes narrowed, tail thrashing in fury 
behind him. “You are. You’re just going to-“ 


“T’m not going to anything, Lucien. And neither are you. They’re right, we need him around 
for now.” Fjord ground out, near spitting the words. He paused, taking in a breath as he 
visibly fought to control his temper, then stood up. “T’Il go tell Orly to get us back on course 
to Brokenbank.” 


Lucien paced, annoyance thrumming through him. 


It wasn’t really about Luten anymore, not really. It was this pack, getting in the way of his 
plans again. True, this plan was born out of his and Molly’s rage, at the insult given to their 
Omega. But they were still dictating what he could and could not do. Dictating his 
movement, his very existence at times. Even now he could feel Molly stirring at the back of 
his mind, pushing to come back. 


Motivated, probably, by the Omega watching him with wide and terrified eyes. Afraid of the 
display of fury, afraid of the abrupt departure of all of the pack but himself and the cleric next 
to him. Jester had remained and now stood next to the mage, tail flicking in an overly forced 
type of calm. Her arm just barely touched Caleb’s, though the subtle offer of assurance was 
doing nothing to help the wizard. Which only increased her tension in a never ending loop of 
discomfort. She wasn't doing a great job hiding her feelings and the Omega was bound to 
have noticed. 


It was becoming annoying how adamant they all were that Lucien never have a second alone 
with Caleb. A wise precaution in this case, because Lucien was already making plans, and 
the first step was getting rid of their babysitter. 


He slowed his steps, coming to a stop and rolling his shoulders as he deliberately shed the 
anger. He didn’t think he’d be able to convincingly portray ‘calm’ to Jester, but disappointed 
acceptance was probably doable. Distraction, a reason for her to leave them, and preferably a 
reason for her to feel no need to come back. Or tell the others they were alone. 


He ribbed at her for a moment, complained of her realizing that Luten was a necessary evil. It 
was both a distraction for here and way to cool his own temper. He focused next on calming 
Caleb, because he could see that Jester’s attention was equally divided with worry between 
them both. He coaxed them both to sit on the cot in the small cabin, produced Molly’s tarot 
cards and offered them to Jester as an incentive. He put Caleb between them, the bed small 
enough that even with all of them sitting up Caleb was pressed snuggly against them both. 


It took a while, Jester practicing her tarot cards, but eventually Caleb began to relax. He 
wasn’t shaking anymore, at least, though the scent of fear still clung to him. But he wasn’t 
flinching from Jester’s flourished card reveals, was even leaning slightly against her, and the 
cleric was becoming less guarded as a result. 


He purred at every slight bit of relaxation Caleb showed, gave affection every time the 
Omega settled more securely. He remembered well the pack’s discussion of how instinctual 
Caleb was taught to be, how he read that language more clearly than anything else. It helped 
that, as Beta, Jester was less versed in the nuances of such. And her attention was very much 
divided. Now he just needed Caleb to pick up on the message he was trying to send. 


Finally, finally, Jester left. She offered Caleb to go with her, that he could bunk with her if he 
wanted. Caleb, his perfect obedient and clever Omega, declined. Lucien waited for a few 
minutes before standing in languid movements from the cot and turning to look at Caleb. 


“Here is what you’re going to do, Caleb.” Lucien began evenly, tone brooking no argument. 
Not angry, not upset, but firm and decided. “You will cast that teleportation circle, bring us 
both to Luten’s place. We go in, kill him, get out. No one sees us. Once I’ve finished, you 
transform into that bird form of yours and fly us back.” 


“Yes, Alpha.” Caleb replied, nervous anxiety returning in full force. 


“We'll get back to the boat before anyone knows we’re gone.” Lucien continued, holding out 
a hand and beckoning Caleb to stand. 


“Yes, Alpha.” Caleb repeated, though internally he knew that wasn’t going to happen. He 
could get them fo Luten instantly, but coming back would take time. Hours. He’d never tried 
flying in his giant eagle form over water before, he wasn’t sure if it was any different than 
land. Still, he wasn’t about to argue. He stood up as directed, eyes glued to the deck of the 
cabin as he stepped toward the Alpha. 


“T’ll have to be quick, I suppose. You can hang back. He doesn’t get to touch you.” Lucien 
stated. 


Caleb looked up at that, eyes widening. He hadn’t thought- but if Lucien was saying it, then 
had that meant that it had been a possibility? Lucien’s whole premise of going there was to 
kill Luten, dangerous as the action was. But the Alpha was so confident Caleb’s main fear 
had been the guaranteed anger from the pack upon them finding out. Except now he was 
concerned with the possibility of being used as bait. 


Lucien’s head tilted slightly, expression hardening as he shifted closer. “You’re mine, love. 
He won’t touch you. Understand?” 


Caleb nodded again, stammering an affirmative as the Tiefling reached out to brush the back 
of his hand against Caleb’s cheek. He flinched at the light touch, heart skipping as his voice 
broke slightly. “Y-yes, Alpha.” 


“T would of course, prefer to take my time. He doesn’t deserve a quick death. But we can’t 
have him making too much noise. Or the pack getting too far away for us to catch back up. 
Your spell only works one way, yes?” Lucien asked. 


Caleb nodded, throat too tight with anxiety to speak again right now. Despite the stern 
expression, Lucien wasn’t hurting him, hadn’t struck him. He was going to be very careful to 
keep it that way. 


“Perhaps I could take just a few moments, I did want to see if I could get him to apologize to 
you.” Lucien mused, pulling back from Caleb and motioning for him to begin the spell. “Pity 
there’s not somewhere quiet to give us a few minutes without guards showing up.” 


“Tf...” Caleb began, voice so quiet it was hard to hear. He kept his head bowed, kneeling to 
begin drawing the circle. “If it pleases you, ah, Alpha, there is... he had... a- a playroom.”. 


Caleb was rewarded by an light hum, though he wasn’t sure what to make of it. Approval for 
its existence and usefulness, approval that Luten had made use of it to teach Caleb, or not 
approval at all and only recognition of the information. 


Caleb still didn’t understand just why they were so set on killing Luten, because even with 
the proposed delay (ignored as it was) the pack had still been adamant enough. Part of him 
still thought it was a very extreme, very twisted game. It wasn’t one that made sense. Even if 
this were only Lucien trying to get him alone to do as he wished without the pack, there were 
easier ways. Jealousy didn’t seem to be the reason, though there was perhaps an edge of 
possessiveness to Lucien’s motives. Yet, despite the glimpses of anger Caleb had seen in 
Lucien, the Tiefling had not struck out at his Omega. 


Instead, he was standing patiently waiting, even stepping out of the way for Caleb when he 
needed move closer to complete the circle. Lucien didn’t say anything more, only strode 
forward once the spell was cast. He reached out to grip Caleb’s wrist, tugging the mage along 
with him. In a flash the dim lantern-lit cabin on the ship turned to the pitch black of the unlit 
teleportation room. 


Caleb bit back a whimper as Lucien’s grip tightened minutely, not enough to cause pain just 
yet but a warning. He closed his eyes against the darkness, bracing himself. A blow never 
came, however, just a gentle touch on his shoulder and neck followed by a whispered order. 


“Give us some light, Caleb, just a bit.” 


Caleb obeyed immediately, quickly finding the necessary component. With a light dusting of 
phosphorus on his fingertips, he whispered the spell and motioned one glowing orb into 
existence between them. He was relieved to note that Lucien’s expression was not angry, not 
even annoyed. Caleb didn’t think the Tiefling had been expecting the complete darkness and 
it was nice not being blamed for something. 


“Stay still, have the light follow me.” Lucien ordered, moving about the room and searching 
quietly through the few things that were stored. The walls were lined with boxes and crates, 
chests and a few shelves. The center was empty but for the circle, but otherwise the room 
appeared to be used for storage. Caleb recognized the crystals on the walls as sources of 
magical light, set for the turning of the sun at current he would presume (given they were 
currently dark). 


It took Lucien seven and a half minutes to find what he searched for, Caleb anxiously 
keeping track of each second so that he could recast the glowing orb each time the limit of 
the spell was reached. He wasn’t sure if there would be a consequence for any pause between 
spells, but he wasn’t going to risk finding out. 


Lucien returned to him and pushed a handful of items, most of what he would need for the 
teleportation circle spell, into his hands. Caleb identified them with a cursory look, tucking 
them away automatically at Lucien’s indication. Still, he felt compelled to remind the Alpha, 
despite the dangers in doing so. “I... cannot use th-that spell to get us- get us back, Alpha.” 


Lucien shot him an annoyed look, which Caleb winced at, and his tone was clipped as he 
replied. “I remember. And if you recall, Beauregard wanted you to have the ability to get 
them back here after they doubtless manage to do something dangerous that requires a quick 
escape. They are good at that.” 


Caleb nodded obediently, looking away in submission. Lucien continued before he could 
offer any further apology, taking Caleb by the wrist again. “Now. Show me this playroom, 
then where Luten sleeps.” 
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By the time they made it back to the ship, Caleb was beyond exhausted. Both mentally and 
physically. 


He’d reached the limit of his spellcasting ability, had pushed his polymorph form past the 
limit of each casting. Thankfully, he’d managed to catch Lucien each time before the Alpha 
had fallen into the water, however he couldn’t imagine the Tiefling was very pleased with 
him right now. However impossible it might have been to make the journey within one 
casting. 


Caleb deposited Lucien carefully on the deck when they made it back, the few sailors around 
scattering to tasks further away. The sun was peeking up over the horizon enough that Caleb 
could see why; Fjord and Beau were storming towards them and looked none too happy. 


Caleb dropped his eagle form as soon as he was landed, breath coming more heavily due to 
exhaustion. Briefly, he wondered if he should be getting on his knees, as apology to all the 
Alpha’s now gathering around him. Not that it would do much good, or any good. He’d made 
a choice, had obeyed Lucien while disobeying Fjord. There would be no getting around the 
consequences. 


Still, he hoped that he might not be disciplined right now. And that the punishment would be 
private. Or at the very least would not entail him being tied to a mast and left for the crew to 
amuse themselves with. He was just so tired... The spell work itself was tiring enough, he 
hadn’t even begun to process through the experience of what Lucien had done to the 
Archmage. 


“Lucien, what the actual fuck!?” Fjord snarled, getting right up in the Tiefling’s personal 
space. 


Caleb had to fight not to drop to his knees at the raw rage in Fjord’s voice. He reminded 
himself how upset the sight had made Fjord, how Beau had said they did not want him to do 
that. She made that easier, the monk getting Caleb’s full attention as her intense gaze landed 
on him. 


“C’mon, Caleb. Fjord and Lucien need to chat.” 


Caleb’s stomach dropped, fear twisting his heart. The Cobalt Soul always devised the most 
vicious punishments, especially for disobedience. He didn’t want to be punished now, and 
least of all by her. Caleb let out a sharp whine, shrinking back against Lucien and looking up 
at the Alpha pleadingly. “I’m sorry. Please.” 


Lucien, mercifully, pulled Caleb behind him to square off with both Alphas. “Leave him be. 
He performed admirably.” 


“It’s not him we’re pissed at.” Beau snapped, attention focusing on Lucien again. 


Caleb was surprised to see Lucien relax in face of her anger. “Be as pissed as you might like. 
It won’t change anything. Nothing should lead back to you and, honestly, it will take them 
days to find him.” 


Lucien turned away from them both, facing Caleb and reaching out to lift his face. Having 
seen exactly what a touch from Lucien could do, Caleb was very careful to remain still, heart 
pounding and jerking in his chest as his face was turned up to meet the Alpha’s gaze. “Go 
find Jester or Veth, get some sleep. You’ve earned it.” 


Caleb swallowed fearfully, only stepping back and nodding when Lucien dropped his hand 
away. He was being allowed rest, though he wasn’t sure if that meant a punishment wasn’t 
coming later. Still, he was being given a reprieve, and he owed the Alpha due appreciation. 
“T-thank you, Alpha.” 


Caleb took another step back, not daring to look at Fjord or Beau. Instead he followed the 
orders given, backing away until he dared glance up to see the three Alpha’s back to speaking 
in lower, yet no less angry, tones. He turned around to find Yasha lurking by the stair that led 


to the lower decks. Caleb hesitated when he saw her, though she simply gave a soft offer of 
assistance to him finding Jester. 


He accepted, wasn't sure he had it in him to refuse an Alpha anything at this point, and 
followed the Aasimar below deck and through the narrow corridors. 


Chapter End Notes 


I leave it to each of your imaginations the extent of the horrors inflicted upon Luten in 
the short time allotted. 


Softness will be coming soon, I promise!! 


Lessons 


Chapter Notes 


And back to self indulgent chapters we go! 


It was four days before Caleb spoke to Lucien again, or so much as saw him for more than a 
fleeting glance before whichever pack member was with him whisked him away. He was 
anxious most of the time, because besides Yasha it was only the Beta’s who were around him 
for those four days. Wherever Fjord and Beau were, they’d not come to deal any punishments 
to him, and neither had Lucien. The resulting tension among the pack, filtering out to the 
ship’s crew in general, was... intense to say the least. 


It was a tension not playing in his favor at all, unfortunately. It never did, so no surprise there. 
And equally unsurprising, Caleb had managed only two words out into this current 
interaction before fucking things up entirely. Lucien had altered course to come over to 
Caleb, making a comment about escaping from his babysitters, and Caleb had replied with 
the only acceptable answer that was available to him. 


Lucien let out a long sigh at the response of “yes, Alpha’, rolling his shoulders before turning 
to fully face the wizard. Caleb didn’t know what he’d done, but he was certain he had just 
displeased the Alpha. 


Caleb glanced around looking for any of the others, all of whom were generally trying to 
keep him away from the Tiefling after the whole Luten incident. The sun was beginning to 
set across the horizon, already starting to dip down below the water line and cast a rosy 
pinkish orange hue to the sky. A beautiful sight, soured with the flood of terrified fear 
coursing through Caleb right now. 


“Alright, love. Come with me.” Lucien ordered, pausing and waiting for Caleb’s agreeing 
nod. Of course Caleb agreed. After seeing what Lucien could do, the pain he could inflict, 
there was no way in hell he was going to disagree. Caleb was terrified enough having 
displeased the blood hunter in the first place. 


At least Lucien didn’t hit him, fingers gentle as he brushed the back of them across Caleb’s 
cheek before turning to walk away. A slim reassurance that faded as Lucien led him below 
decks and to the sleeping quarters. Only the thin comfort that none of them had fucked him 
yet kept his hands from shaking too badly. Lucien hadn’t dealt that out as a punishment back 
at the Chateau, he... he probably wouldn’t here either. 


Lucien pushed open the door to one of the small cabin like rooms, guiding Caleb inside with 
a hand to his back. It wasn’t one that belonged to any of the pack, the owners scent 
unfamiliar. One of the sailors then, which told Caleb little about what was coming to him. 


Lucien shut and locked the door behind them, Caleb shrinking back as the Alpha crowded 
forward. 


He stepped back until his legs hit one of the cots, Caleb sitting down heavily as the Alpha 
continued to press forward. Caleb was beginning to rethink his complacency with the no sex 
thing. Lucien pushed him back until he was pressed against the wall, the Alpha straddling his 
hips and leaving only a few inches between them. 


“We are going to practice something.” Lucien explained evenly. “You see, I don’t like being 
called ‘Alpha’. Well, I do, but only in terms of a way I’ve now detailed memory, and Fjord’s 
lecturing, that tells me you can’t fully consent to. And I’m a bastard, but not that kind. So 
we’re going to fix this little problem. I’m going to ask you a question, and you will answer 
with either ‘yes, Lucien’ or ‘no, Lucien’. Nothing else. Do you understand?” 


Training. Caleb understood training, understood that was exactly what this was going to be. 
Terrifying as the prospect was, he could appreciate and be grateful for the explicit terms laid 
out. Often, he hadn’t had that mercy extended to him and had been left to try and decipher 
what he was supposed to be learning in-between punishments for failing. 


Caleb nodded obediently, understanding the premise even if fighting years of training made 
his throat constrict. ““Y-y-yes...” 


Lucien reached up to grab his hair, uncomfortable but not expressly painful, and pulled 
lightly to force Caleb to bare his throat. “Yes, what?” 


“Yes... y-yes, Lucien.” Caleb answered, voice wavering and breaking. 


“Not your best performance, but a good start.” Lucien commented, releasing Caleb’s hair 
though the Omega didn’t move from how he had been positioned. Lucien smiled, purring a 
short word of approval. “That’s good, very good. Now, let’s play twenty questions. Hmm... 
An easy one to start. Were you born in Rexxentrum?” 


Not exactly, and Caleb spoke around the negative answer by habit. “Blumenthal, outside of-“ 


Lucien growled lowly, stopping Caleb’s words as he shifted forward to press himself flush 
against the wizard’s chest. He leaned forward, feeling the rapid racing of Caleb’s heart, to 
whisper lowly in the Omega’s ear. “That’s not what I told you to say, now is it?” 


“No, Alpha, I-“ Caleb began, cutting off with a yelped sob as Lucien bit down on his neck. 


Lucien was careful and precise, used just enough pressure to get his point across without 
drawing blood or causing too much pain. It hurt, as all punishments should, but nothing 
Caleb couldn’t take. It was the threat of the possibility of more, of the Alpha biting harder 
and ripping apart the pack bond again, that had fear gripping Caleb’s heart. “Please, please-“ 


“Answer the question how I told you, Caleb.” Lucien instructed, pulling back just enough to 
speak into Caleb’s ear. 


“N-no, Lucien.” Caleb corrected himself in a panicked tone, trembling and trying to back 
away though he was completely pinned. 


“Good boy.” Lucien purred as he pulled back, straightening and letting his elbows rest on 
Caleb’s shoulders gently as he pet the wizard’s hair. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” 


Caleb’s breaths were near panting, the mage shivering and flinching with ever stroke of the 
Alpha’s hand. He wasn’t sure whether to be terrified or relieved. At least Lucien wasn’t 
taking his words as refusal to obey, which many previous Alpha’s would have delighted in 
doing. He whined lightly, scrambling to remember what Lucien had just asked when the 
Alpha paused his petting to tilt his head with an expectant lift of his brow. 


“Ah, n-no, Lucien.” 


Caleb flinched, cringing as the Alpha leaned forward again. Lucien nipped far more gently at 
Caleb’s jaw, almost playful, before backing off and giving Caleb the few inches distance 
from before. “Very good, love. There are no wrong answers, it’s just practice. Understand?” 


“Yes, A- Y-yes, Lucien...” Caleb replied quickly, heart skipping as he corrected himself. 


Lucien grinned, shifting to make himself more comfortable before continuing his game of 
question and answer. They were never expressly personal questions, nor difficult ones to 
answer. Caleb quickly found out that an incorrect response, no matter how swiftly corrected, 
earned him an uncomfortable bite to the throat. It hurt, but never broke skin nor the bond 
from Lucien or Fjord, and always stopped just shy of making him cry out in pain. 


It was difficult to keep himself from hedging around ‘no’ answers, especially those where his 
own preferences or likes were the subject. Did he like the color red, did he like salmon, did 
he want to go to Marquete. Random questions that he would normally answer with turning 
the question around to a neutral answer the Alpha could interpret however best pleased them. 


Equally as challenging were positive answers that came quick and easily. ‘Yes, Alpha’ rolled 
off his tongue so effortlessly, had been thrashed into him so thoroughly it was more difficult 
to stop when pressed against the wall by Lucien. 


By the time Caleb began consistently getting it right, his neck was flushed and sensitive. His 
mind felt muddled, loose and floating despite the situation he found himself in. Despite the 
pain, the obvious punishment Lucien’s teeth at his neck were meant to be, the Alpha still 
occasionally praised him for speaking the right words. Caleb wasn’t sure whether he should 
be afraid or not anymore. 


“T suppose I should come up with some kind of reward. You are doing so very well after all. 
Punishments are easy enough, and this one not too hard I think.” Lucien mused, running a 
finger across the reddened skin on Caleb’s neck. “Would you like a reward for doing well?” 


Caleb hesitated, the question a familiar one that had no right answer. Yes or no. Both of 
which had always led to pain. Two options and no allowance to ask clarification on what a 
reward meant. Molly’s rewards were pleasant, purrs and cuddles and gentle compliments. 
Fjord’s were equally pleasant, praise and gentle touch. 


Lucien was new, was unknown, and Caleb feared the rewards might just be as painful as 
punishments, or more so. Some Alpha’s had liked that game, the offered reward meant only 
for them and often involving a lot of pain and screaming for Caleb. 


Caleb whimpered as Lucien’s hand wrapped around his throat, the Alpha’s thumb pressing to 
tilt his chin up. The Alpha hadn’t administered a punishment any more painful than a bite and 
Caleb was trying very hard to avoid an escalation of that. “Silence isn’t what I asked for 
either, but I'll give you the benefit of the doubt and try again. Do you want me to punish 
you?” 


Yet another question Caleb was unsure how to answer. He knew what he wanted to answer, 
what he preferred, but this was also a familiar game with no correct response. It was, in fact, 
the foundation of the game many past Alpha’s liked to play which taught him not to say no. 
But a yes was often, or always, followed up by the Alpha ‘indulging’ the request and doling 
out pain to their Omega. It always hurt no matter which he chose. 


“T need an answer, love.” Lucien prompted, and Caleb wondered if it were his imagination 
that the Alpha’s tone was gentler. Still, the implications were clear. Silence in the face of a 
question wasn’t tolerated. He had... Lucien had said there were no wrong answers... 


“No, Al- n-no Lucien.” Caleb choked out, only just catching himself from getting it wrong. 
Please, please let that be the right answer. 


“Good boy.” Lucien purred, nipping gently at his jaw again. A motion that Caleb was 
beginning to understand meant the Alpha was pleased. The Alpha’s next question put a quick 
end to his relief at getting it right. “Do you want me to reward you?” 


Caleb froze again, words sticking in his throat. He’d correctly answered one double sided 
question only to be posed another. Caleb wanted to cry, to beg and plead mercy when Lucien 
leaned closer as the silence stretched. The Alpha was flush against him again, hands 
threading steadily through his hair. Caleb whimpered at the touch, baring his throat and 
closing his eyes anticipating the pain of another bite. If he were good, Lucien might not bite 
him any harder, might not make it hurt too badly. 


Lucien drew in a slow breath, bracing his elbows on Caleb’s shoulder again as he continued 
to pet the mage. “A break from practicing then. I'll let you ask me whatever it is you need to 
know to answer my question.” 


Permission to speak more than those two phrases, thank gods. Permission to ask questions 
and probably not be slapped for it. Caleb looked up at Lucien, the Tiefling’s red gaze tripping 
him up as he stumbled over getting his words in the right order. 


“What is- Will it... will t-the reward... will it hurt, Alpha-“ Caleb cut off as Lucien growled 
above him. The Alpha leaned down, biting him again, softer than other times. A warning 
with no pain. Caleb’s breath caught, voice breaking and going high as he tried to correct 
himself. “Lucien, please please, Lucien. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Please. L-Lucien. P-please.” 


“Quiet.” Lucien ordered. His tone wasn’t harsh or barked, but was full of an evenly 
controlled dominance. He curled close, petting Caleb’s hair once more as he shifted to sit 


more beside the mage. He pulled Caleb to him, tucking the wizard under his chin. “That was 
only a warning, I know it didn’t hurt. But to answer. You understand what a punishment for 
this entails by now, don’t you?” 


Caleb nodded, breathing out a thin answer as Lucien lightly touched the most recent bite 
mark. He could be good, could get it right. “Yes, L-Lucien.” 


“Very good.” Lucien purred, the praise a relief to Caleb. “I choose the punishments, within 
limitations of course. And you get to choose the rewards. So, it’s up to you whether they hurt 
or not.” 


“Please don’t make it hurt.” Caleb blurted out, cringing a moment later at how unintelligent 
that sounded. How desperate. 


Lucien tilted his head at the swift plea, looking down at Caleb. “So, your request for a reward 
is something that doesn’t hurt?” 


“Y-yes, Lucien.” Caleb answered after a breath of hesitation. 


“Well, that’s unspecific.” Lucien sighed, frowning for a moment. He shook his head, 
rearranging the trembling Omega more comfortably into his arms as he reassured him. “It’s 
not bad, love. Don’t worry. it simply requires some thought.” 


Lucien wasn’t entirely sure how to reward his Omega, though by this point he had as much 
knowledge of the mage as Molly did. More so, actually, given all the questions he’d been 
asking Caleb. Lucien was simply ill suited to come up with anything that the wizard would 
like. His usual play partners were less... fragile. Still, Caleb had taken the discipline well, 
had played the game even not knowing all the rules. Just because the mage didn’t know how 
to play properly didn’t mean Lucien was going to ignore those rules himself. Caleb deserved 
something nice for his efforts. 


Lucien rested his chin atop Caleb’s head, tail curling over the Omega’s hips and laying a 
comfortable pressure against the mage. He stroked Caleb’s neck softly, soothing the reddened 
bites. Caleb shivered under his ministrations, a low purr building in Lucien’s chest as an 
instinctive response. Like the good Omega he was, Caleb soon relaxed in his grip. 


So responsive, so eager to please. Lucien was coming to like this Omega very much. A bit 
more confidence to Caleb and the mage would be real fun to play with. He took to this well 
enough, even with how frightened he had been. Caleb was still somewhat afraid, but that was 
nearly completely faded at this point. 


“T think you will have to wait for a reward until later. Remind Mollymauk, when he is back.” 
Lucien eventually decided. 


Caleb twitched in surprise. “Is this-““ He stopped, biting his lip and curling his shoulder 
defensively. 


Lucien tilted his head in query, reaching to tug Caleb’s face up so he could look at him as he 
ordered evenly. “Finish what you were asking, Caleb.” 


“T... is this, ah, n-not the reward?” Caleb stammered out, trembling again under the Alpha’s 
steady gaze. 


Lucien shook his head, huffing a light laugh. “No, love. If we play, this is just... part of it. 
What you get for taking everything so well. Or even poorly, it’s part of it all the same.” 


Caleb took in a breath, though said nothing else, so Lucien prompted him. “You did well this 
time, in case you were wondering. Keep asking questions if you have them.” 


“What... what counts as poorly?” Caleb whispered quietly. 


Lucien hummed, resting his chin atop Caleb’s head again. ““That’s a lesson for another time, 
when I can trust you to use it properly. Or at all, really.” 


Lucien let Caleb sit and think on that for a while, giving him ample time to pose any 
additional questions. Only when the mage no longer smelled of fear or anxiety did Lucien 
unwind himself from the Omega. He nudged Caleb out of the way, making space for himself 
to stretch out on the bed. “You’re free to stay, relax. Molly will be back soon enough.” 


Lucien knew that well enough, was beginning to feel that slow lethargy, the tiredness that 
came with being here too long. Why it affected only him that way and not Molly, the one 
who was only a piece of the whole, he had no idea. 


He’d had his fun, had taught his Omega some new things, and was feeling somewhat better 
now that he’d had a little time with someone who so easily submitted. Being in full control 
for once was like taking a breath of air after being on the edge of suffocating. Lucien was 
content enough to let Molly back in charge again. It wasn’t like he had any current plans at 
the moment, any goals to achieve. Not here in the middle of the ocean, in any case. He 
glanced over as Caleb moved, eyebrow lifting as a piece of pleasure curled inside him as the 
Omega lay down with him. Caleb left a healthy amount of space between them, opting to 
press against the wall as far from him as possible, but he’d stayed. 


“Don’t forget to tell Molly about the reward. Understand?” Lucien reminded him, though 
Molly would eventually remember it himself. He purred approval at the Omega’s response, a 
soft “yes, Lucien” just as he’d been taught. He would have to come back sooner next time, 
play with the mage again. 
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Molly woke up a low throbbing headache. He was at first a little dazed, then confused, then 
panicked. As always when he was away for anything longer than a day, the memories were 
slow to come back about what he’d done. Or rather, what Lucien had done. 


Caleb was here with him, sleeping on the very edge of the little cot, pressed against the wall 
and seemed to be trying to take up as little space as possible. There were peppered bruises on 
his neck and all Molly could feel from Lucien was a damned smugness. Molly was absolutely 
terrified what his hands might have done to the Omega. 


“Caleb? Hey, c’mon, can you wake up for me? Are you okay? Please be okay, love.” Molly 
asked, being as careful as possible as he touched the wizard’s shoulder to shake him awake. 
Molly didn’t smell any blood at least, knew Fjord wouldn’t have left him alone to do 
anything irreversibly intimate to Caleb... except they were alone in a locked room, so what 
the hell Fjord!? 


Molly perked up as Caleb stirred. “Caleb, hey, good morning. You awake?” 
“Yes, Lucien.” Caleb mumbled, clearly not quite awake. 


Molly froze, tension running through him. Molly wasn’t a jealous person by nature. He loved 
and let love, shared as well as any. But hearing Caleb so casually speak that name when only 
days before saying Molly’s had sent him into a state of panicked terror... it made his tone 
sharper than he knew was wise. “What?” 


Caleb’s entire body flinched, the Omega cringing back though he had no room to move. “S- 
sorry, sorry, I- I... sorry, A-Alpha?” 


Molly winced as Lucien was very suddenly struggling back for control with a fury. That 
explained the headache present, but Molly wasn’t about to let him put more bruises on Caleb. 
Except his mouth was speaking, Lucien being a stubborn bastard. 


“You got it right the first time, love. Just the wrong name.” Lucien commented, fingers 
jerking and twitching as he reached to touch his mark on the wizard’s neck. “Remember what 
I said.” 


Molly jerked back, head pounding at the effort. He got up from the cot, stumbling back as he 
got full control of himself. Oddly enough, Lucien didn’t put up much of a fight for control 
after he’d said his piece, seemed content enough to just retreat and watch. Fucking bastard. 
He was making Molly’s head throb, making it difficult to concentrate. 


Molly had bigger worries right now though, as Caleb had followed to slide from the bed to 
his knees. 
“Caleb?” 


“Lucien wished me to- to ask, ah... for you to, ah, to r-reward me...?” Caleb stumbled over 
the words, shaking as his gaze flickered around the room, across Molly’s hands, then finally 
looked up to meet the Tiefling’s gaze. 


Molly stared, mouth hanging open for a moment before he stupidly said. “What?” 
“He... I... For... for being good?” Caleb explained anxiously, gaze dropping. 


Okay, yeah, that was coming back to him now. The words and view like a dim film covered 
picture in his minds eye. Far too slow, made murky by Lucien still being right there. 


“Hey, come here, you don’t-““ Molly began words cutting off as his vision blurred with 
Lucien’s renewed presence. Molly shoved him back, growling to himself. He hadn’t had to 


fight so hard for control since they’d both begun coexisting in the one body. He could feel 
Lucien’s annoyance at him as the Omega crawled forward to bow at his feet. 


Fuck, he just- he knew Caleb had been good, Caleb was perfect, and no way in hell was 
Molly about to punish Caleb for using a title instead of a name, because that memory was 
here with clarity now. As was the request that Caleb ask him for a reward, which Molly was 
reluctant to agree to because that would make it seem like he approved of Lucien’s actions, 
and that wasn’t true. But not agreeing would make it seem like he didn’t think Caleb was 
good enough and that was even Jess true. 


Molly knelt down, keeping his voice soft as he tried to gently urge Caleb to sit up. Even if it 
was Lucien’s fault he’d been cut off trying to reassure the mage, Molly needed to fix this. 
“You’re good, you are very good, okay? I’m not mad.” 


“Y-yes... M-molly.” Caleb answered shakily, obediently following Molly’s guiding hand and 
sitting upright. 


“You don’t have to say my name if you don’t want to. Or his.” Molly informed Caleb gently, 
ignoring the pounding throb of his head at the irritation those words sparked from Lucien. 
Too bad, because he could just shut up, Molly wasn’t about to... train Caleb. He slid his 
fingers under Caleb’s jaw, guiding him to tilt his head so he could better see the damage. 
“Did he do this to you?” 


Molly already knew the answer, wasn’t entirely sure why he bothered asking, but it made his 
heart skip again to hear his name fall from Caleb’s lips. 


“Yes, Molly. He...said I did well. I... I tried to be good.” 


Molly hated the uncertainty in those words. Hated it was his fault. Caleb had been sure 
enough of himself before Molly had changed the script. Much as Molly felt bad, he also just 
really hated that Lucien had essentially been retraining Caleb to say names rather than titles. 
That’s where the bruises came in. Much as Molly disliked it, he did appreciate that it wasn’t 
done just for the hell of causing Caleb pain. It was small comfort to know Caleb probably 
wouldn’t look at him like he was a sadistic bastard who would hurt him for no reason. 


“Good or bad, he had no right to hurt you, no one has the right. Okay?” Molly said firmly. 
Caleb’s face fell a little, tone more subdued as he spoke. “Yes, Molly.” 


“Okay. Okay, good, that’s...good.” Molly fumbled, unsure what he’d said wrong. “Come on, 
we should... let everyone know I’m back, or Fjord at least, so he doesn’t snarl at me the 
instant he see’s your neck. And Jester or Caddy can heal those. I’m so sorry about them, by 
the way, and... shit, that.” Molly apologized, grimacing at the light scar that marked the bond 
between him and Caleb. “About all of it. I probably should have warned you, but he’s... been 
kinda gone for a while, the whole Luten thing just...” 


Molly paused, tilting his head. He really hated being gone for any amount of time, the 
memories trickling in always too slowly for his taste, but this one... Okay, now there was a 
memory he was okay with having. 


Remembering the feeling of pinning Caleb and having him screaming in pain into his hand 
sucked. Remembering Luten begging for his life and apologizing in tears to said Omega was 
nice. Lucien really was a bastard sometimes (most times), but he made vengeance so sweet. 
Take away a wizard’s magic and all that bluster and confidence very easily gets thrown by 
the wayside. 


Molly shook his head, forcing himself back to the here and now. Loath as he was to do so, he 
should probably play Lucien’s game. At least as it concerned spoiling the hell outta Caleb, 
because the mage not only deserved it, but sorely needed it. 


“Okay. Okay, you are very good. You’re being very good, and I think that calls for cuddles 
and purrs and food. I’ll swipe every pastry Jester has and feed you any your heart desires.” 
Molly promised softly, curling Caleb close as he got the wizard to stand up. He smiled in 
reassurance when Caleb still looked nervous. “And I promise, nothing will hurt.” 


Blessedly, the pounding in Molly’s head lessened as Lucien drifted away, back to whatever 
comer of his mind both of them went when the other was in charge. It helped Molly be able 
to think clearly, eased the worry that he would need to struggle to keep control of his limbs. 
He felt guilty enough he didn’t need to add being semi coherently present while hurting 
Caleb to his list of things to hate about himself. 


Apologies Pt 1 


Chapter Notes 


Apologies, the series is over. 
I’M KIDDING!!! 


This chapter was originally just one part, but then there was a comment that was a tad 
inspiring (so, you know.. keep em coming) and now its two parts of self-indulgence. 
More plot chapters should be coming soon, but until then... enjoy the trauma that is 
Caleb. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Molly gave a glare to the too interested crew they walked past as he led Caleb above deck. A 
Tortle, two tanned humans, a scarred Tabaxi, and a blonde perfume drenched half-elf were all 
way too interested in Caleb. The blonde in particular was focusing far to intently on Caleb’s 
neck and Molly couldn’t shuffle the wizard past him fast enough. No one tried to touch or get 
closer, thankfully, but Molly still only relaxed once they were across the span of the ship and 
to the door of where he really really hoped the rest of the pack would be. 


He tried to open the door, the wood moving a bare half inch before coming to an abrupt stop 
as it hit something. Which turned out to be a someone in the form of Yasha’s looming form 
peeking out at them a moment later. She stiffened, gaze flickering between them before 
zeroing in on the reddened skin on Caleb’s neck. 


Molly gave her a tight smile, guilty tension still coiled in his chest. “Hey, it’s me. I’m back.” 
Yasha nodded stiffly, stepping back and opening the door for the. “Almost everyone is here.” 


Molly led Caleb gently inside, guilt growing at the increased scent of stress and fear from the 
Omega. As Yasha had said, nearly the whole pack was gathered sitting in a loose circle of 
benches, chairs, and tables in the galley. A meeting of some sort, probably about Lucien 
considering the cold reception. Beauregard was sitting stiff and tense beside Jester, a scowl 
growing on the monk’s face. Jester’s expression reflected that tension, the cleric standing up 
from beside Beau and moving forward. Caduceus had his hand out on Veth’s shoulder, the 
halfling of whom was looking murderously at Mollymauk. 


“Tt’s me again, hi.” Molly spoke quickly, holding up his free hand peacably. The other he left 
around Caleb, a part of him unwilling to let go of the Omega. “I'll explain everything once I 
remember it all, and apologize too, but I thought you all would like to know now.” 


Everyone froze for a moment, then the tension bled from them all in a quick rush. Caduceus 
was the first to speak, offering a gentle smile. “Welcome back, Molly.” 


Jester stepped forward again, posture looser and more relieved. She offered a quick smile to 
Molly, though her attention was quick to switch back to Caleb. Molly was more than okay 
with that, had been counting on either her or Caduceus’s attentions to heal Caleb. 


“Here, Caleb, let me-.” Jester began as she approached, reaching out to Caleb. 


Caleb jerked back, slipping out from under Molly’s hand in the process. Lucien hadn’t 
wanted them to touch his neck, had made it a rule at the Chateau, would possibly not approve 
of Jester removing the leftover discomfort of the discipline he’d given. It was a reminder of 
his training. He shrank back as Molly turned toward him, flinching and lifting his shoulders 
defensively though Jester was already dropping her hand. “P-please, I- please don’t. Please?” 


“It won’t hurt, Caleb.” Molly assured, reaching toward him. 


Caleb’s heart lurched, remembering the blood that had dripped down Luten’s face as the 
violet hand wrapped around the then magic-less Archmage’s neck. His own neck still hurt, 
would be more pain on top of whatever ability had made Luten scream. 


Caleb scrambled backwards with a frightened whine, jerking sideways away from Veth’s 
concerned question. He tripped over the sharp movement, falling to sprawl on his back. He 
still scooted away another foot, going motionless at a low warning growl from above. Yasha’s 
deep rumble froze the sudden rush of commotion of the others beginning to jerk forward 
towards Caleb, everyone going very still all of a sudden. 


Molly held Yasha’s gaze for a long moment before squatting down and folding his hands 
together between his knees. He cocked his head at the mage, doing his best to project calm 
and assurance. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. Jester won’t touch you if you don’t 
want. None of us will.” 


“P-please, you said...” Caleb breathed out, fear and desperation choking his words. He was 
so afraid, so terrified that the ‘reward’ was going to turn out to be nothing more than a 
punishment. A game for the Alpha and the pack. Molly had promised it wouldn’t hurt, but 
Beau was here and it was going to be impossible to follow both trainings and he would be 
punished by one of them eventually. 


“Purrs and cuddles and pastries.” Molly finished for him, repeating his earlier words. “And 
none of it will hurt. A pack pile. And if Jester is up for sacrificing some of her goodies, a 
snack for you.” 


Caleb nodded a quick agreement, gaze flickering anxiously around at the others. None of 
them disagreed with the sentiment, were standing still and patient, though Jester had turned 
away and buried her face in Beau’s neck with her shoulders shaking slightly. 


“Pll get them.” Veth volunteered, hurrying to do just that. 


Caleb took that as a subtle suggestion, as orders to get this started, so he forced himself to 
move back over to Molly. He crawled forward, absolutely vibrating with fear and anxiety as 
he stopped on his knees in front of the Alpha to bare his neck in submission. His breath 
hitched as Molly began to reach out, the mage wincing at the light brush of fingers against his 


skin. But it was acceptance, permission, and so Caleb curled into the Alpha’s arms 
obediently. 


Caduceus joined them, reaching out to put a soft hand on Caleb’s arm. Caleb tensed, afraid 
that the cleric would do what he’d denied to Jester, that Caduceus would erase the lesson 
Lucien had left, but there was no warmth or glow of magic. Just a touch before the Firbolg 
settled next to them. 


Yasha came over next, doing much the same, though when she settled it was tightly beside 
Molly. Jester flung herself into Yasha’s lap, sniffling slightly as she tried to catch Caleb’s eye. 
"I won’t do any magic, I promise, but can I scent you a little bit too?” Jester asked, lifting a 
hand hopefully. 


Caleb nodded once, not daring to refuse her twice. He concentrated on being still, on not 
flinching away from her touch. It was as brief and gentle as the others, not a trace of anger 
that he’d backed away from her before. She smiled at him as she leaned back into Yasha, 
offering a small “thanks”. 


Caleb almost sobbed as Beau approached, fresh fear flashing through him at the reminder that 
there was no way to follow both sets of training. That someone would be angry with him 
before this activity was through. 


“Hey, Caleb, I’m not staying okay, so you can relax. I’m not gonna hurt you, just...here.” 
Beau stated, voice gruff with a soft edge to it. She leaned down toward him, running her wrist 
over the top of his head much like Marion had done to Jester. Scenting Caleb before 
straightening and turning her gaze to Mollymauk behind him. “Molly. Glad you’re back, 
we'll definitely be talking later.” 


Caleb let out the breath he’d been holding only as she turned away and walked out the door. 
It was a relief, a mercy to have a small reprieve. This gave him time to figure out whether this 
new given training overrode that of the Cobalt Soul. He had no desire to test that out so soon. 


“Where’s Fjord at?” Molly asked, a slow purr building as he curled Caleb close to himself. 
“In his cabin.” Veth answered, returning with Jester’s bag of baked goodies. 


“Perks of being the captain.” Jester said with a forced laugh. She took the bag from Veth as 
the halfling did much as the others had done, scenting Caleb with a brief touch before finding 
a place to sit close to the rest of them. 


Caleb kept half an eye on Jester, remembering the last time she had been part of a ‘pack pile’. 
The Tiefling had started an impromptu wrestling match and, with the tension levels right 
now, Caleb could not imagine that would end well for anyone. Even though the monk had 
left, he worried she might try and initiate that game again. Or even try to heal him once more. 
Both had the possibility of angering Lucien. Lucien who was Molly right now but was 
holding him all the same. 


As promised, Molly purred a low steady hum, joined by Yasha, and offered him pastry after 
pastry. The Alpha gave gentle touches, petting Caleb’s arm, his back, his shoulder, or hair. 


Molly avoided Caleb’s neck, for which the mage was grateful. Caleb tried, he really tried, to 
relax. Submission was easy, he would accept anything the Alpha wished to do to him. But he 
couldn’t rid himself of the tense fear. 


This was supposed to be a reward, but it was such a foreign concept. It was doubly hard to 
accept with the memory of the extreme violence he knew those purple claws were capable of. 
And while the food was good, it was hard to stomach with as nervous as he was. Caleb would 
have stopped after the first, but he was too afraid to say no again. Bad enough he’d stopped 
Jester from healing him like she had wanted. 


They were all curled together for around ten minutes before Molly let out a small sigh. Caleb 
could feel the discontent radiating off of the Alpha, increasing when Caleb flinched and 
tensed under his hand. Despite Caleb’s fears, Molly only carefully extradited himself from 
the cuddle pile, offering an apology and an excuse. 


“Sorry, again. And to all of you. I just- I need a few minutes to just...” He trailed off, waving 
a hand at his temple, then shrugged. “I'll find you guys later, alright?” 


The others gave a quiet agreement, Molly smiling thinly before turning to leave. His 
departure did not ease Caleb’s fear at all. He could feel the other’s eyes on him, saw Yasha 
looking at his neck when he risked a glance at her direction. 


The tension was returning among the pack, not having really disappeared upon Molly’s 
announcing he was back in place of Lucien. But it had lessened. It was growing again, 
Caleb’s shoulders tensing as Yasha rose in a smooth motion. He dropped his gaze, bracing 
himself for... something, but after a moment of stillness Yasha exited the room as well. 


Jester let out a little humph of uncertainty. She began to shuffle closer to Caleb, her heart 
hurting at how he seemed to be trying to make himself so small. He was so scared right now, 
and she understood why. Jester was torn between trying to comfort him and following Yasha 
out to comfort her. Because she was hurting too, was guilty because it had been her on last 
watch over Caleb. In the end, it was Caleb that decided who she went to first. He flinched 
and cringed from her when Jester started to draw closer. It made her want to cry again, that he 
was so scared, but she hoped respecting his space and wishes would make him feel better. Or 
less scared of her. 


Jester clambered to her feet, pushing back the tears and gathering her composure. She wasn’t 
going to have any luck cheering her mates or anyone else if she were sad and upset. They 
needed her right now. “Sorry Caleb. I really like hanging out with you, and I’Il see you later, 
okay?” 


Caleb didn’t look up at her, in fact shrank away a little further, but he nodded. 


There was nothing else to say or be gained by lingering, so Jester turned to leave. She shut 
the door to the galley behind her, closing her eyes and remembering how safely Caleb was 
curled between Veth and Caduceus. He would be okay. But Beau and Yasha weren’t right 
now. And neither was Molly. Or Fjord. Or herself. But it would be okay now. Molly was back 
and they would work through this. First she needed to check on her mates though. 


Yasha was easy to find, the large Aasimar standing on the deck looking out at the dark clouds 
looming far on the horizon. Her expression was as stormy as the weather looked to turn. 
Jester moved to stand beside her, resting her hands on the railing and leaning over to look at 
the water below. 


“Tt’s not your fault you know.” Jester informed her. 


Yasha frowned, brow furrowing as she stared straight forward. “I thought him sleeping. I 
would not have left otherwise. Now he is hurt.” 


It bothered Jester too, especially because Caleb was so afraid that he wouldn’t let them heal 
him. She tried to be positive for Yasha sake. “It didn’t look too bad though. Nothing 
permanent, and it should get better in a couple days. Or sooner, if he maybe lets Caduceus 
heal him.” 


“Tf I had been there, it would not have happened at all.” Yasha growled, the roll of distant 
thunder a counterpoint to the sound. 


Jester couldn’t argue with that, even if she herself didn’t hold Yasha to blame. She was sure 
even Caleb wouldn’t blame her. Yasha just blamed herself. 


“Do you want to go find Molly? Find out what happened? Maybe if we know what happened, 
we can make it better?” Jester offered. 


Yasha shook her head, gaze dropping to the water. “No. I do not want to burden Molly with 
this. Not now. He will hurt enough just remembering it.” Yasha hesitated for a moment, dual- 
colored eyes meeting Jester’s. “It was my watch.” 


Jester moved forward to wrap Yasha in a hug, understanding what the larger woman was 
saying. “Molly won’t be mad at you either. He won’t blame you. No one blames you.” 


Yasha let out a slow breath, leaning forward to breath in Jester’s scent, eyes closing as she 
tried to let go of the tension. Jester reached up to twirl the ends of Yasha’s hair around her 
finger playfully, humming a light tune. Thunder rumbled in the distance, lightening flashing 
across the sky, and Yasha relaxed further at the sound. 


Jester smiled softly, leaning her cheek against Yasha patiently. She knew Yasha loved Molly, 
would want to check up on him, she just worried Molly would be upset with her. Jester knew 
better, knew that Yasha knew better and it was just the guilt talking. They would work this 
out. They were a pack, were family, nothing Lucien might do would ever change that. 


ea 


Molly went to find Beau after leaving the galley. The monk’s parting words weren’t exactly 
an invitation, but he had a bone to pick with her. Finding her was easy, even hardened Beta 
sailors gave a wide berth to an Alpha radiating that much tension and anger. 


Beau was hanging out at the wheel, playing at navigating the ship. Molly could tell she 
wasn’t really paying attention, was just trying to keep herself occupied. Thankfully, that tortle 


from earlier was there as well keeping watch, though was giving the monk a very healthy 
amount of distance. Molly caught her eye as he ascended the stairs, Beau scowling but 
relinquishing the wheel to follow the Tiefling across to the port side railing. 


“You should have beaten him unconscious and left him locked in a room somewhere. Rinse 
and repeat until I was back.” Molly growled accusingly, turning as he came to an abrupt stop. 
“He said you would remember it. Would feel it.”” Beau countered. “And he wouldn’t go down 
by choice.” 


“Good! I put all of you in danger, Caleb in danger! I hurt him, I-“ 


“Lucien did that.” Beau interrupted him forcefully, moving around him to brace against the 
side of the ship. “And you know we couldn’t have done that. I’ve hurt enough people in my 
past, I’m not going to hurt you, even second hand, if I don’t have to. And Fjord... you can’t 
ask him to fight a friend again.” 


Molly growled lowly to himself, but he couldn’t argue against that. Unflatteringly, he pouted. 
Crossing his arms, tail flicking in agitation, Molly turned to glare out across the water. The 
sky flashed with far off lightening, thunder following a few seconds later. 


After a minute, Beau came over to stand next to him. She was silent for the longest time, just 
a quiet support. He appreciated it, appreciated that she didn’t push. Not too quickly anyway. 
Eventually boredom must have won out, or curiosity. 


“So what was he up to? In Nicodranas after we left the Chateau?” 


“T don’t remember yet. The most I’ve got right now is of him annoying the hell of you and 
Fjord here on the ship, a whole lot of torturing Luten in a surprisingly short time frame, and 
the majority of him hurting Caleb last night. Training him, really. Getting him to use names 
rather than titles, so heads up to that.” Molly explained. 


“Of course he fucking would...” Beau muttered, shifting her weight as she looked at Molly 
sideways. “You alright?” 


“Lucien didn’t do anything... irreversible, and yeah, it’s nice him using my name, but... It’s 
less nice how scared he is, even of me just touching him.” Molly sighed. 


“Yeah, well... Lucien’s whole mind melting trick. I can see why he’d worry.” Beau reasoned 
unhelpfully. 


Molly snorted, but it wasn’t like he had anything to say to that. “I remember the whole 
bonding issue. How much that hurt him. So far that’s the worst.” 


“Sorry about that one.” Beau said slowly. 


Molly appreciated that she was trying to sound apologetic, even if that hadn’t been her fault 
at all. “It’s fine, not like you could have known he showed up.” 


“Should have noticed you were both missing though.” 


Molly cocked his head and grinned at her, nudging her with an elbow. “Not too hard to see 
why you missed it, Jester’s mom and all.” 


“Shut up!” Beau growled, kicking him with no real heat. 


Molly laughed, feeling lighter. An old joke, from before Jester had found herself included in 
the love triangle that was that trio. 


“You should go talk to Fjord though.” Beau advised after a few minutes of comfortable 
silence. “He’s had it rough, had been worried you’ll hold what happened against him.” 


Molly lifted a brow at her, and Beau rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I gave him that same look, but 
you know Lucien. He’s actually pretty good at picking up on weak points, and...” 


Molly grimaced, remembering a few of the more pointed comments. “I was planning to find 
him next, I just... It’s like a slow trickle of information, ever memory another thing to 
apologize for.” 


“Except it’s not your fault and we all know that.” Beau retorted. “Go find Fjord. Kiss and 
make up or whatever.” 


Molly let out a bark of laughter at that, tail flicking over to slap at Beau’s leg. “Are you 
telling me to get laid?” 


Beau didn’t blush, but it was a near thing. She turned away as she flipped him off, but he 
could see the amusement on her face. Molly laughed again, calling out after her. “Ill be sure 
to give you the play by play later!” 


Chapter End Notes 


Did you see the small hint of Marius? Well, I haven't forgotten him and he'll make a 
bigger appearance again soon! And Orly! 


Apologies Pt 2 


The tension was driving Caleb mad. Had been for a while now, but it didn’t go away with 
Molly’s return. Caleb would almost argue that it had gotten worse. 


The quick back and forth between Molly and Lucien, the snappishness of Molly first thing 
upon waking up... Caleb wasn’t sure of his footing with the Alpha right now. And, much as 
Molly was currently pretending otherwise, Caleb could easily tell the Alpha was upset. He 
could see it, smell it, could even feel it through the bond. It was so much clearer than he’d 
ever felt, the tension bleeding back through to him when Caleb felt along it. 


Molly was unhappy, bordering on angry, and Caleb hadn’t been able to shake the fear that the 
“reward” would very quickly change to a punishment. 


Except Molly had left him alone. Sort of. The rest of the pack had been there, though left one 
by one. 


Veth stayed the longest, though eventually the silence became to much for the halfling. She 
did ask if Caleb wanted to go with her below decks and oversee the crew manning the 
weapons. Or, weapon singular. The one they’d bought before leaving was all the ship had. It 
was, apparently, ‘fun’ to shout orders for loading the cannons and see the crew both staring at 
her in confusion and run to obey. With the bonus of sometimes getting one of them to shoot 
off the single solitary cannon. 


Caleb wanted nothing to do with shouting, would rather not risk that turning into a reason to 
berate him, so he politely declined. Better to avoid that whole game. This left him alone with 
Caduceus for company, which was... boring, actually. Caleb appreciated the peace and quiet 
for a bit, but after a while the tension in his own chest began rising. Not that he wanted to risk 
being on his own and the crew taking advantage, so here he stayed. 


Yet despite the cleric’s calm, Caleb felt only tension. The Alphas he had bonded to were both 
deeply upset and even angry. He could tell and it was driving sharp spikes of anxiety through 
him each minute that passed. Because each minute was that much longer each of them had to 
come up with exceedingly creative and painful ways to relieve that frustration on him. He’d 
never felt his bonded’s emotions so clearly, he didn’t know why he did now. Caleb’s best 
guess was that it was either because the depth of that emotion was so much deeper, or 
because there were two tethers and both were less than pleased with him. 


He needed to do something. Fix some part of this, even if he knew he had little hope of fixing 
it entirely. Maybe if he could please at least one of them? At least then, Caleb reasoned, he 
would only suffer once. Would only need bear one Alpha’s anger. Would that he could 
placate both of them, but he didn’t know where Molly had gone. He wasn’t going to risk 
running into Beau, again no need to test Lucien’s training against that of the Cobalt Soul, and 
was still too wary of the crew to want to wander looking for the lavender Tiefling in any case. 


Fjord, however, he knew the whereabouts of. Molly had asked and been answered, the 
warlock apparently having been keeping to himself in his own cabin. Perks of being the 


captain, according to Jester. 


It was as good a place as any to start. Caleb had displeased Fjord enough over the past few 
days that it was probably better to get this over with than to let it linger. And maybe bringing 
him news of Molly’s return would sweeten his mood. 


And soften his blows. 


Ducking away from Caduceus’s watch was easy enough. The Firbolg hardly questioned him 
at all as he stood up to leave the room. All it took was an assurance that ‘he was fine’ and 
Caduceus let him leave. 


Fearful anxiety made the walk below deck a quick thing. Caleb didn’t want to be vulnerable 
any longer than strictly necessary. With most of the pack scattered, and two of its Alphas 
angry with him, he was feeling exceptionally alone and vulnerable. He arrived at Fjord’s 
cabin unbothered, however, and took a slow breath to try and calm the small shaking of his 
hand as he lifted it to knock. 


The last person Fjord expected to be seeking him out was Caleb. Habit made him want to 
look down the hall to see if anyone was with him, but a flash of memory from the last time 
he’d had Caleb as a visitor made him pull back. Much as a few sweet kisses might be just the 
thing to make him feel better, it wasn’t worth the pit of guilt once he inevitably realized 
Caleb was only doing it out of fear. 


“Caleb, are you alright?” Fjord couldn’t help but ask worriedly. Even if it gave him another 
flash of déja vu and a worry Caleb might be about to try and get him in to bed again. 


“Ah, yes, I- am sorry...” Caleb stated softly, head ducked and shoulders curled. 


Fjord was almost instantly panicking, scanning over the wizard’s form looking for any 
injuries. 


“Why? What happened? Are you hurt? Did Lucien- did he hurt you? Are you okay?” Fjord 
asked rapidly, having to bite his tongue to stop himself. He threw a suspicious glance down 
the hall as he pulled Caleb into the room. Satisfied there was no one else out there to surprise 
them, he backed into his room and turned to look Caleb over again. 


Caleb who was so thoroughly coated in Lucien’s scent, with familiar bruises on his neck. 
That was alarming. Because that was way too intimate, the scent too deeply seated, for 
anything less than very close and prolonged contact. And Fjord left very similar bruises on 
Molly in an act that he knew for fact Caleb would not have consented to doing. The only 
thing keeping Fjord from freaking out completely was the scent of the rest of the pack 
overlaying it. He hoped, prayed, that Lucien hadn’t done anything Molly would hate himself 
for remembering later. 


“Did he hurt you?” Fjord repeated urgently. 


Caleb shook his head quickly, a low whine slipping from between his too tightly clenched 
teeth. Fuck. Fuck, Fjord was messing this up again. Badly. 


“Tt’s okay, I’m not mad, I won’t be angry with you. If he did something, you can tell me. I 
won’t hurt you.” Fjord tried to dial it back, shifted around Caleb so that he no longer blocked 
the door. Too little, too late, because Caleb’s face was pale as the Omega dropped to his 
knees. 


“I’m sorry, I- Please, I would not- not lie. I did not mean- Please, may I apologize? Please?” 
Caleb begged, shifting forward on his knees and looking up at Fjord with pure terror. 


And this was throwing Fjord’s instinct into overdrive because here was an Omega, terrified 
with an open door to his back. The only thing Fjord could focus on was an overwhelming 
desire to protect, to do fucking something, because Caleb was obviously already hurt and 
he’d be damned if anyone came by and did anything else to the man. 


He stepped around Caleb, striding over and shutting the door. Fjord paused for a moment, 
leaning his forehead against the rough wood as he tried to reign in his own instinct. He knew 
Caleb was safe, was calmer now that he stood between the Omega and any potential (if 
imaginary) threats. Now just to get Caleb to realize he was safe. Which he couldn’t do if he 
didn’t get control of himself. 


Fjord turned around to be met with the expected sight of Caleb still on his knees and looking 
even more pale and terrified than ever. Fjord signed, leaning back against the door and 
sliding down it to sit on the floor before burying his face in his hands. Basically, the opposite 
of a power move. But Caleb was pack, was trusted, and didn’t need the dominant strength of 
Alpha right now anyway. 


“There’s nothing you need to apologize for, Caleb. It’s not your fault and I’m sorry. I’m... on 
edge.” Fjord said quietly, the quick racing of his heart at odds with the gentleness of his tone. 
“You did nothing wrong.” 


“You... you are angry.” Caleb said simply, voice thin as it broke the short silence. Yet his 
words were full of certainty, like they were enough of an answer to explain why he’d come 
here in the first place. Which, if he blamed himself for the foul mood in the air, Fjord 
presumed that it would be explanation enough for him. 


“Not at you.” Fjord assured him, voice dropping to a near whisper as he said mostly to 
himself. “Never at you.” 


It wouldn’t be fair to be angry with Caleb. It wasn’t his fault the Empire was so broken, was 
so cruel in its treatment of one specific designation. When he looked up at the mage, Caleb’s 
head was tilted in confusion, his brow furrowing almost comically. 


“T... don’t understand.” 


Fjord waited as patiently as he could, tilting his own head in silent invitation for Caleb to 
continue. He wanted to help, but he didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know what it was that 
Caleb didn’t get. He didn’t was to press Caleb to elaborate, too worried that no matter how 
gently he spoke the mage would take it as a rebuke. But a nonverbal invitation to ask... 


“T had thought...” Caleb began, trailing off uncertainly. 


Fjord’s imagination was quick to fill that in, mind racing with possibilities. Had Caleb 
thought he was angry with him? Thought he would hurt him? That maybe it would be better 
if he showed up willingly. Or maybe he thought Fjord wouldn’t care and would just want to 
vent on him? Fjord closed his eyes, rubbing his forehead as if that alone would stop the 
spiraling thoughts. Because all of them were probably accurate to some degree. And worse, 
had probably all been done in past situations for the mage. 


Caleb hesitated, chewing his lip for a moment as he glanced at the door. Fjord worried all 
over again that he was just making this worse. That blocking the door was only increasing 
Caleb’s fear. Maybe he should move? Offer Caleb the chance to leave? But then the mage 
might take that as an order and actually leave. Which... Fjord didn’t want... 


After a moment deliberating, Caleb spoke with an almost inviting tilt to his head. “How... 
then, may I help?” 


“I’m not sleeping with you, if that’s what you mean.” Fjord said automatically, surprised 
when Caleb flinched at the words. And, yes, that had come out more harshly than he’d 
intended, but he couldn’t stress enough how much he would never force himself on Caleb. 


“Do- Ah, M-molly has returned, do you... want him instead?” 


Fjord could have groaned, blindsided by the note of rejected hurt in Caleb’s voice. But he 
knew by the scent of fear still clinging to the mage that Caleb didn’t want that from him at 
all. He was still just as afraid of that kind of intimacy as he’d always been. And what else 
could Caleb be offering? It was too good to be true to think that the mage wanted to help, 
cared for Fjord’s peace of mind rather than just fearing his own safety. 


“No.” Fjord replied, sighing as he tried to explain. He felt wrong footed, and was starting to 
get the feeling that... something was missing. Was off. Or he was missing something. There 
was some... difference he couldn’t quite put his finger on. “It’s best to let Molly come to you 
after Lucien’s come around. I... miss him, but... he needs time. This one was... more 
difficult. But it’s not your fault.” 


Caleb wasn’t looking at him again, had reached up to touch the healed bite scar at his throat. 
Still blaming himself, no matter what Fjord said. Or maybe he thought it didn’t matter that it 
wasn’t his fault. If Luten was any comparison to his previous Alphas, none of them would 
have cared whether Caleb was to blame or not. Were probably just sadistic bastards who 
wanted to cause pain for the pleasure of it. 


“You truly want to help? Not just because you think you have to?” Fjord asked, unable to 
stop himself. He hated to think he might be taking advantage, but he very desperately wanted 
some reassurance, wanted to repair whatever fear he had put back into the Omega over the 
past two days while Lucien had been here. 


Caleb’s eyes flicked up to meet his for a breath before he looked away, gaze once again 
skirting around the room and to the door. His voice was quiet as he answered, but it sounded 
as if Caleb were sure of himself. “Ja.” 


“Stay with me then? Just...” Fjord began, stopping as Caleb stood up at the request. Fjord’s 
heart was in his throat as Caleb walked over, the mage kneeling in front of him and baring his 
throat in quick surrender. Uneasy and nervous, but still a willing submission. Fjord reacted on 
instinct, reaching to touch in soft acceptance without really thinking. A moment later and he 
had an armful of Omega, Caleb opting to curl up in his arms the same way he had during 
their card game that first day together. 


Fjord froze, uncertain and a little bit panicked. He felt awkward and fumbling putting his 
arms around Caleb, felt entirely inadequate shuffling around to make them both comfortable 
as he leaned against the door. He was beginning to regret rejecting Caleb’s offer to go get 
Molly, the Tiefling would be very helpful in correcting his cuddling shortcomings. 


Caleb was beginning to tense and shake as his breath and heartbeat quickened, and Fjord felt 
like an idiot for taking so long to respond. Initiative was not something Caleb showed easily, 
or at all, and this was so perfectly right and the mage deserved all the praise and reassurance 
for it. Fjord rubbed his cheek atop Caleb’s head, purring a deep contentment as he praised 
Caleb in soft assurances. “That’s good. That’s exactly what I needed, thank you. Good boy. 
Very good, thank you.” 


It was a balm to Fjord’s frayed nerves when Caleb relaxed against him quickly, the wizard’s 
pulse slowing to an even calm state. When Fjord felt along the bond and found Caleb, he felt 
less fear and more a nervous uncertainty. He was quick to try and sooth that away, repeating 
his reassurances of the rightness of Caleb’s actions, how helpful and good he was. 


Because Caleb was helping, him just being there and unafraid soothed the unease and 
discomfort in Fjord. And it made him very aware that it wasn’t just Molly who was 
completely smitten with Caleb. He’d do anything to keep Caleb content, calm, happy. Safe. 


Fjord brushed his fingers across the small bruises and reddened flesh on Caleb’s neck, 
grimacing unhappily. They were small, probably hadn’t hurt him any more than the ones 
Fjord had left on Molly often enough, but their presence still bothered Fjord. Molly liked it, 
Caleb might not have. Probably certainly hadn’t been having any fun with Lucien. He felt 
guilty for having not been there to stop it, for having hidden away and let it happen at all. 


“Caleb. If Lucien ever hurts you, ever tries to do anything to you that you don’t want or like 
or... or anything that makes you uncomfortable or afraid. You can come to me, or any of the 
others. We’ll protect you, okay? We’ll help.” Fjord said quietly, an urgent note to his words. 
He closed his eyes as he considered, resisting the temptation to lean forward just a little and 
put his lips against the Omega’s neck. “You showed us a couple of your spells, so I’m sure 
you’re more than capable of fighting back, but until you feel comfortable doing that, any one 
of us will help you.” 


“He was... it was practice. Training. He... disliked being called Alpha.” Caleb said slowly, 
carefully. “Do... you have a- a preference?” 


That’s what it was, Fjord realized suddenly. The lack of title. He’d known there was 
something different, something missing. Caleb hadn’t called him ‘Alpha’ once this whole 
time. It was a nice change, and here was an opportunity to keep it that way. By reinforcing 


Lucien’s fucking training. How could you call it equality when the only reason Caleb was 
doing it was because he’d been forced to by one of his Alphas? 


“T prefer you to be comfortable. You don’t... owe me a title.” Fjord eventually replied, 
echoing Marion’s words since that had seemed to work. “If you want to, and it makes you 
comfortable, I won’t object and there are no consequences. If you want to use my name, I... 
would like that very much actually, but I won’t force you.” 


“Tf... if I get it wrong, will the punishment be the same as Lucien applied?” Caleb asked 
haltingly. 


That was an easy answer and Fjord was quick to give it. “There is no wrong way. And no one 
will, or should, punish you.” 


Fjord had failed so far to deliver on that promise, but he’d do what it took to uphold it from 
now on. 


“Y-yes, but- but, if you change your mind, please I- I’m sorry, please. Can it be? Please?” 
Caleb pressed; fear was present in his voice again, much to Fjord’s dismay. Much to his 
horror, Caleb kept speaking. 


“T.. I know it’s not- not my place, I shouldn’t- If you wish to- to w-whip me for getting it 
wrong, I won’t- I'll take it, I promise, I’1l be good. But- but Lucien only gave bites, not even 
that... that painful. I... please, can it just be that? Please?” Caleb explained, cringing in on 
himself. 


So selfish, so stupid. He knew better than to ask for leniency. Punishments were supposed to 
hurt. Lucien had been nice with his, but Caleb knew he had no right to ask the same of Fjord. 
He wasn’t even begging mercy properly, should be on his knees in front of the Alpha 
showing him he knew how to ask in the correct manner. But Fjord’s arms were comfortable 
and gentle, his purr a low soothing rumble that kept the panic at bay, and Caleb didn’t want to 
move. 


His breath hitched for a moment as Fjord’s arms grew tighter around him, and Caleb started 
to whimper an apology, but Fjord cut him off with a low almost pained whine of his own. 
“Caleb, that’s- we would never- fuck. I’m so sorry. We won’t ever do that to you. You can 
give as many wrong answers as possible and we won’t ever hit you or hurt you for it.” 


That... sounded too good to be true. Caleb pressed his ear to Fjord’s chest, considering the 
steady thump of the Alpha’s heart, the tinge of distress in his scent. Truth, perhaps, and a 
distaste for the normal consequences of disobedience. Too good to be true, there had to be 
some game even if he couldn’t find it. “What about Expositor Beau?” 


“Trust me, you put her in the same room with the bastards who hurt you like that and they 
won’t be breathing long after.” Fjord growled, anger spiking in his scent. 


Caleb couldn’t help but flinch, shrinking down and bracing himself for a blow or for the 
Alpha’s grip to turn bruising. 


“Sorry, sorry.” Fjord apologized quickly, loosening his hold and stroking a hand down 
Caleb’s arm. “That wasn’t fair of me, I’m not mad. You’re good.” 


Caleb tentatively leaned back against Fjord, relaxing further when the Alpha only purred 
deeper with low murmured assurances. Fjord wasn’t angry, he was being good, it was fine. It 
was worrying when Fjord moved them to the bed, but the Alpha only added pillows and 
blankets (the few there were) around him. 


It was nice, the calm and quiet and radiating contentment from the Alpha. Caleb had no idea 
how this plan of his had worked so well, but given how he'd asked a favor and been allowed 
it without needing to service the warlock, it had worked. Somehow, Fjord was pleased. Had 
even very gently offered Caleb a soft kiss below his jaw. 


Affection without expectation of anything more. Nearly submission, would have been had 
Fjord been anything but an Alpha. The calm was interrupted, if not completely broken, by a 
knock at the door. 


Caleb tensed as the door swung open after the short rap, Molly pausing as he took a step 
inside. 


“_..Sorry, I didn’t know- I can come back?” Molly said hesitantly. 


“No, no. It’s fine.” Fjord assured, giving Molly a half smile. “I was just apologizing to Caleb, 
and he was kind enough to stay to help make me feel better.” 


Molly returned the smile, gaze flickering to Caleb as he entered the room fully. He let the 
door swing shut behind him, purring soft harmony with Fjord. “Do you mind if I join you? 
I’ve got apologies of my own to give.” 


There was a long pause, Caleb taking a few moments to realize that Molly had been asking 
him, but eventually the wizard nodded a short agreement. 


Fjord was relieved, happy for the acceptance from the mage and the comfort of having Molly 
back. He’d missed his scent, the feel of his skin, the way Molly smiled when he looked at 
Fjord (and more recently Caleb). Lucien was hard to be around because he wore Molly’s 
face, his insults and anger cutting deeper as a result. Mollymauk had a sharp tongue when he 
wanted, but he rarely caused real pain. 


Caleb shifted automatically to make room when Molly joined them, baring his neck in 
surrender as the Tiefling curled up beside them both. The scent of his fear spiked, a whimper 
slipping from Caleb’s throat as Molly touched him gently in acceptance. Guilty hurt flashed 
across Mollymauk’s face, though the bloodhunter quickly hid it. 


Fjord carefully nudged Caleb off him, the mage sitting with his back pressed against the wall, 
before reaching out to grab Mollymauk in a hug. He pulled Molly to himself, relishing the 
feeling of Molly letting him, of being able to feel the love of his mate through the bond again. 
He buried his face in the Tiefling’s neck, breathing in his smokey scent. He’d missed him. 


Molly pressed into him, wrapping around Fjord and running his hands through the warlock’s 
hair and down his back. “M’sorry. About all of it. What he said at the Chateau, he was wrong. 
I wouldn’t- I’m not mad, okay? I wouldn’t have done any better.” 


“You would have. You always do.” Fjord countered, huffing lightly. He didn’t try and 
extradite himself from the bloodhunter, though he did lift his face as he heard Caleb shifting 
further back. “I don’t regret bonding with you, or you being here, okay? That’s not it. You’re 
good. I just don’t like you being hurt.” 


“T-thank you, Al- Fjord...” Caleb replied hesitantly, still anxious. Afraid again, and Fjord 
could see why. Two Alphas here now, and both of them blocking not only the door but 
crowding him against the wall too. 


Molly pushed Fjord back to the corner he’d been leaning in with Caleb earlier, then held out a 
hand to the mage, shifting to make a spot for him between them. “You can join us, just 
cuddling I promise. It won’t hurt.” 


Caleb nodded hesitantly. He shifted forward enough to be in easy reach of Molly, pausing to 
glance up at Fjord before cutting his eyes away in submission. 


“T would be very happy for you to join us.” Fjord assured, leaning into Molly’s palm as the 
Tiefling reached over to cup his cheek. He placed a kiss against the violet skin, smiling over 
at Mollymauk. As hard as the past few days had been, as hard as the next few weeks would 
likely be, Fjord couldn’t be more content right now. Not with Molly next to him again, and 
now Caleb slotting himself comfortably between them. The Omega fit so perfectly, his back 
leaning into Fjord’s chest while his legs tangled with Molly’s. Caleb tilted his head back 
enough to breath in Fjord’s scent, acquiescing to Molly’s request of ‘me too’ by leaning 
forward to scent him as well. 


“You're doing so good. You’re being very good.” Fjord spoke quietly into Caleb’s ear, 
purring in happy contentment. 


“Being very good.” Molly repeated the praise to Caleb in sleepy agreement, tail flicking in 
slow lazy movements. He reached out to intertwine their fingers, keeping his movements 
slow and deliberate enough to not scare Caleb at all. He hummed in pleasure and smiled, 
holding his breath when Caleb reached out with his other hand to hesitantly run his fingers 
across the back of Molly’s hand. 


The mage’s hands were trembling as he traced slowly across the red eye tattoo, Caleb’s gaze 
flickering nervously at both Alpha’s. But he was touching, was taking initiative and testing 
boundaries. Pushing himself to (hopefully) be more comfortable. Molly very tentatively 
hoped this also meant that the Omega had some interest in them beyond the desire not to be 
hurt. He wouldn’t push, would not even insinuate more than had already been done, because 
he didn’t want to pressure Caleb, but he very much wanted. 


“Have you told the crew what the mission is yet?” Molly asked, trying to distract himself 
from the deep longing for the Omega. 


“Not yet.” Fjord said lazily, leaning over and breathing in Molly’s scent again. 


Molly burrowing closer to both Fjord and Caleb. “It’s only been.... How long has it been?” 
“You’ve been gone about five days.” Fjord replied. 


“_. right. That... explains things.” Molly said slowly, heaving a sigh. The sound turned to a 
quiet hum of pleased approval when Caleb responded by shifting just a little closer and 
nuzzling his neck. Trying to appease any possible anger, probably, but it was still kinda 
sweet. 


“We’ve got time. I’d planned on explaining things soon. Now that you’re back I should go 
ahead-“ 


“Later.” Molly interrupted quickly. “I think we both need this right now.” 
“M- Molly... may, may I s-stay?” Caleb whispered shakily. 


Molly instantly nodded, leaning closer and kissing his temple. He was thrilled when the 
action caused Caleb to relax, rather than tense, and peppered a few more across the Omega’s 
face. Fjord mirrored the movement, purring louder than ever. “Stay as long as you want.” 


Marius 


Chapter Notes 


So, confession... this chapter has been done for a while. I was just... unhappy with it. But 
I fixed it! And here it is!!! 


Also yes, we time skipped a bit. 


“T’m going to go talk to him.” Marius declared. 


The half-elf was sitting atop the rail near the wheel that Orly was lazily keeping steady, 
watching a certain slightly scruffy red haired Omega who was, for once, alone topside. 
Which, honestly, was a little surprising after yesterday’s announcement from their employers. 


Marius hadn’t been thrilled to be out in the rain. While it did make it harder to catch the scent 
off anyone, it also washed away the perfume and made it more possible to pick up on his 
natural Omega scent. But it had been a show up or get thrown overboard kind of deal, 
according to Beauregard anyway. And as it had been her standing in front of him making 
demands, he’d followed up to the top deck to hear the announcements. 


“You've all accepted the job of sailing to Brokenbank, but theres more work if you’re willing. 
We ’ve been ordered by his Imperial Majesty, King Dwendal, to infiltrate the ranks of the 
Revelry in order to ascertain the nature of the rumours of a new weapon or power.” Fjord 
explained evenly, the words very clearly rehearsed even to Marius s miserable sense of 
awareness. 


“Our plan is to resupply at Brokenbank, trade ships if needed, and set sail again toward the 
last known location of Revelry ships. The goal is not to get killed, and not to kill anyone 
unnecessarily, and commandeer a Revelry ship. If we cant get our answers from Revelry 
members, we'll probably be going to Darktow.” 


Fjord paused when the gathered crew muttered a little, half whispered conversations 
breaking out here and there. Marius had just glanced at Orly, taking his cue from his friend. 
Orly didn t look surprised. Displeased, but not surprised. Which was not surprising to 
Marius. Orly had a way of figuring things out quick, always in the know. 


“You've got until we reach land to decide whether you’re up for the job or not.” Fjord loudly, 
quieting them down again. “If you stay, there's more gold as compensation. If you go-“ 


“You get paid and keep your mouths shut.” Beau barked out, seamlessly picking up where 
Fjord had left off: 


Fjord had nodded agreement to her words, him and the rest of the pack cutting an 
intimidating sight. Beauregard beside him with arms crossed glaring out at each of the crew, 
the larger Aasimar flanking the Captain’s other side. Lucien glared across the deck with an 
arm flung around Caleb, red eyes unreadable. The blue Tiefling served as a counterpoint to 
the fiery demon, expression far too cheery with how she stood next to such obvious 
possessiveness. 


Caduceus was about the only one Marius wasn’t straight terrified of. Veth wasn’t too bad, but 
the incident with shooting the cannon (which admittedly was his own fault) had him a little 
more wary of the halfling. Much as the blue one, she had a chaotic sense of humor. 


Captain Fjord had sent them all back to their duties after that, his pack following him as he 
headed below decks. Marius had felt more than a little sorry for the pack’s Omega. Which 
made it that much more of a reason he wanted to try and talk to him. 


“Tha’s just uh-askin’ for trouble.” Orly drawled simply, turning his head to peer over at 
Marius. 


Marius’s lips thinned, meeting the tortles gaze. There was no judgement there, none of the 
thin veiled warning that most anyone else would have had in such words. Just simple stated 
fact. 


“Yeah, but he hasn’t been away from his pack for a single second since we set sail. When you 
said there was another Omega, I’d thought I’d have someone to talk to who understood. 
Because I thought you said those Alphas were different.” Marius explained, trying not to be 
accusing. “It’s been five days and he’s just now getting a break? He must be exhausted.” 


“M-m-m-most they seemed was n-n-n-n-not wantin’ an-n-nyone touchin’ their ‘mega.” Orly 
replied, shaking his head. M-m-mi-might be I was wrong ‘bout tha rest.” 


“Well, you did say they are from the Empire.” Marius acquiesced. “Maybe they just meant it 
like ‘hands off my stuff’ or something.” 


It wouldn’t be the first time he’d run into that. Had been on the receiving end of it a time or 
two. It wasn’t as bad on the coast, but it was... still not good. It was difficult, but at least he 
had a chance here in the Menagerie Coast. Within the Empire he was basically not even a 
person. It was what made the most sense, seeing as they were so dead set on Caleb being off 
limits. 


“T still want to go talk to him though. Or do you think it would get him in trouble?” 


Orly chuckled at the question, pipes wheezing on his back as he shifted to stand more 
comfortably. “N-n-n-neva’ thought I’d hear you worried about getting in trouble.” 


Marius snorted, but accepted the gentle nbbing with good grace. Orly had a point after all. 
“Haha. It’s not me I’m worried about. If those Alphas are half as possessive as they so 
obviously are, | don’t want to get him hurt just for talking to me.” 


“Tt’s a real lo-lo-long swim back shore.” Orly warned, already knowing Marius wasn’t going 
to be talked out of it. 


“Then I won’t be seen.” Marius said with a lot more confidence than he truly felt. “Besides, 
it’s only what... two days to Brokenbank-” 


“Four.” Orly corrected. 


“Four, right.” Marius shrugged, waving a hand unconcernedly. “Someone should talk to him 
before then. You’ve been watching him more than I have, I know that look. The guy looks 
more scared than I was when we met and... well, you know me.” 


Marius shrugged again, flushing a little. He cleared his throat, changing topics. “Anyway, if 
you are thinking about it, shouldn’t hurt for me to talk to him now.” 


Orly only gave a low hrmph, shaking his head as Marius slid from the rail to stand on the 
deck. Marius grinned at him, giving him a low thumbs up, then straightened his shirt. “How 
do I look?” 


“Like you bout to get turned down.” Orly snorted. 
“T’m not asking him out!” Marius hissed. “I don’t have a death wish, and I know he’s taken-“ 


Orly laughed, wheezing along with the pipes in his shell, holding the wheel for support. 
Marius flushed completely red, rolling his eyes and chuckling a little awkwardly with Orly. 
On the list of things illegal that he’d ever done, liking other Omegas was pretty high up there. 
Orly was the only one he’d trusted enough to reveal that about himself. 


“Go on n-n-now.” Orly said through chuckles, reaching and patting Marius on the shoulder. 
“Go an m-m-m-make friends.” 


Wanting to go talk to Caleb and actually doing it, however, were two different things. 
Heading down the stair to the main deck, Marius couldn’t help but think that Orly was 
probably right. This was a stupid idea. Sure, Caleb could probably use a friend, or at least as 
sympathetic ear, but Orly was equally right about how dangerous it would be to be seen 
talking to him. 


Marius just wouldn’t be seen. A quick chat, then he would hurry away before Caleb’s Alphas 
called for him again. He slowed as he approached the wizard, a nervousness creeping into his 
stomach. It had been a while since Marius had gotten the chance to talk to someone who 
really understood. 


Orly was great, but he didn’t always get it. He treated Marius the same as any Beta or Alpha, 
did his best to help when Marius got into trouble, but there was just that type of... solidarity 
between Omega’s living on this continent. Orly was born in some far away fantasy land 
where all orientations were equal, and he had the mindset to reflect that upbringing. 


Sometimes it was nice to talk to someone who wasn’t instantly above you on the social food 
chain for no other reason than by birth. He drew a breath as he walked up behind the other 


Omega, clearing his throat and speaking carefully. 
“Hey, uh... Caleb, was it?” 


Caleb looked up, tensing as he glanced around to realize he was alone with none of the pack 
nearby and a crewman was walking up to him. He’d seen the man around, smelled him most 
certainly. It was impossible not to with the heavy perfume that clung to the blonde man like a 
cloud. 


“Glad you’re getting a break. They-” The man cut off, jerking forward with a quick rush of 
words when Caleb began to back away. “Oh, wait, hey, it’s okay.” 


Caleb stopped in his tracks as the half-elf let out a low trilling purr, curls flopping near 
comically as he tilted his head with a half-smile. The same as Marion had done, submission 
and equality in equal measure between Omegas. First the Ruby and now this man? If he 
turned out to be another Alpha.... Caleb wasn’t sure there was anything he could do, but he 
certainly wasn’t going to like it. 


“T was just-“ Marius continued, holding up his hands peaceably. ““They’re from the Empire, 
so... well... you know. But, it’s fine, they won’t mind us talking will they? Or, I mean... I 
won’t stay long. But I just wanted to talk. Here, see?” 


Caleb stared at him incomprehensively, eyes flickering down to the wrist Marius held out to 
him. He said the only thing that came to mind, the only excuse he could come up with to 
dissuade the man. “They don’t share.” 


“No, that’s- well, good actually, but not what I’m trying to say.” Marius paused, eyes 
flickering around the deck (which only heightened Caleb’s anxiety), before continuing in a 
much lower tone. “I’m Omega too, okay?” 


Caleb’s first instinct was to take a deep breath, which nearly set him coughing with the 
overpowering reek of perfume. There was a ghost of a smile crossing Marius’ face at the 
reaction, and the blonde inched closer and offered his wrist again. “Whole point is for people 
not to be able to pick it out doing that. But here, you can scent it best this way. I just... it’s 
been a while since... and I wanted- I mean, I hoped we could... talk?” 


Caleb eyed him suspiciously, uneasy both with the way of approach and the inability to tell 
his orientation by smell. Marius was an unknown threat and none of the pack were nearby. 
Taking their own space, now that Lucien was not around. Or letting him have space, though 
that was an odd thing to consider. 


In any case, he supposed it made little sense for Marius to hide his scent if he were Alpha, 
nor Beta. And no Alpha spoke with such a hesitant tone as Marius had done. Caleb still kept 
his eyes on the half-elf, not dropping his guard in the slightest, as he leaned forward slightly 
to take a more moderate and closer intake of breath near the bared skin. The instant the scent 
hit him, Caleb relaxed. 


Omega. 


There were very very few times an Omega had ever posed risk to him, and those few Caleb 
had easily been able to defend himself. Magic was a great advantage after all. Which quickly 
placed Marius into the ‘safe’ category in Caleb’s mind. Not necessarily trustworthy, but safe 
to be around at least. 


Marius must have noticed the change in Caleb’s demeanor, the shift from unease to a subtle 
confidence, because his own stance flagged a bit. Just a little more uncertainty. Not fear, but 
the shift in perceived hierarchy was clear. 


“What are you doing here? And how?” Caleb questioned softly, confused and perplexed. And 
why, because Caleb couldn’t think of a worse place to be than alone trapped on a ship with a 
bunch of strangers. It was a stressful hell for him and he had the pack and two Alpha’s 
ownership of him. 


“Orly. He’s a good friend, helping me out of a tight spot. I needed out of town for awhile, let 
some... uh, let’s call them unhappy clients... well, I needed to let them settle down, and Orly 
is rather good at knowing when my skin needs saved, so here we are.”” Marius rambled a 
little, an embarrassed flush crossing his face. 


Okay, that made a little sense to Caleb. Though, clients? Perhaps he worked for an 
establishment like the Chatteau. Not for the Chatteau, because then the pack would likely 
have recognized him, but there had to be others. “He...stole you then?” 


Marius blinked at him, looking as confused as Caleb felt. “...no?” 


They were at an impasse for a moment, then Marius shook his head. “Right, right. Empire. 
I’m not... ah, owned. I’d thought, I mean, with the reciprocal bites, but... ah, I guess not. I’m 
sorry. I don’t- I mean, I don’t want to get you in trouble, if I should-“ 


“Nein, no, it is fine.” Caleb interrupted with a low purr, heading off the anxious worry he 
could see building. He stepped closer, instinct and habit to comfort. “They will not harm me 
for speaking with you.” 


Marius still looked uncomfortable, which Caleb had little idea as to why. Best guess, the 
blonde Omega was worried about the pack. Understandable. Despite Caleb’s reassurance, 
even he worried. He tried for a smile, head tilting as he offered the same trilling chirp Marius 
had given earlier. “I, ah, won’t, ah... tell them. About you.” 


“Oh. Thanks. Uh. It’s nice to meet you, by the way. I’m Marius, but you probably know that. 
I, uh, don’t get to talk to many other Omegas. Or people, sometimes. It’s hard to tell, you 
know? And I wanted to introduce myself earlier, but with your pack around... and that 
Tiefling, the purple one? He’s kind of terrifying.” 


“Yes, he... can be.” Caleb agreed, absently reaching to brush his fingers over his throat. The 
skin was still sore, bruises easily visible to keep the lesson was well remembered. He was 
still unwilling to submit to either of the cleric’s healing him, not unless they proved their 
punishments would be worse that Lucien’s for the defiance. 


So far, Lucien was the only Alpha who laid out rules, and consequences for disobeying. It 
was terrifying, but not as painful as he had expected. Rules that were familiar, but so lenient 
in comparison that he didn’t feel that all encompassing fear of possibly crossing a line. It was 
simply choosing to follow the lead of an Alpha who would discipline rather than the Alphas 
who, so far, had not. 


“My name is Caleb, you were correct. But, you said you are not owned? How?” Caleb 
questioned, pushing his own thoughts to the side for the moment. 


“Oh.” Marius blinked, as if not expecting this question. “I suppose most are, and it’s not 
illegal to buy and sell Omega’s in Nicodranas. But it’s not illegal for us to be free either. 
Just... I still have to have a collar, but only if they pin me for Omega. Otherwise, no one 
looks at me twice.” 


Caleb grimaced; his question not really answered at all. Even if what Marius was saying was 
true, and why would he lie, it lent to more questions than answers. “That does not answer 
how. The perfume to mask your scent does it’s job well, but how did you...“ 


Caleb trailed off, fumbling and frowning as he tried to order his thoughts and determine how 
best to ask. He’d never thought that there was a place an Omega would exist without being 
owned. Even with... even with Eodwulf, he’d been just a thing attached to the Alpha. He’d 
loved Wulf and been loved in return, had never been treated as lesser for the short time he’d 
belonged to his friend. But according to the Empire, to the Assembly and the Soul, he had 
been property from the moment he presented. It’s what had made it so easy for them to take 
him away. 


“Hey, are you okay?” Marius asked softly, shifting closer until their shoulders were just 
touching. 


Caleb looked over at Marius, blinking away the sharp pain that always came with thinking of 
Wulf. He gave a tight smile, trying for reassuring as he nodded. “Ja, I am fine. Just-“ 


“Everything okay over here?” 


Molly’s voice caused both of them to jump apart, Caleb cringing and flushing with guilt as he 
answered hastily. “Yes, Al- M-Molly.” 


Caleb dropped his gaze, heart rate picking up. He wasn’t sure if he would get in trouble for 
speaking to Marius, honestly wasn’t sure why he’d been left alone in the first place. The pack 
had been so careful not to since stepping foot on the ship. Or... had while Lucien had been 
there, so there was that thought again that they’d been giving him space. 


“Just a friendly chat.” Marius added nervously, still standing right next to Caleb as he reached 
to pat the mage on the shoulder in agreement. 


New Friends 


Molly was having a great day. 


They’d spoken to the crew previous evening, gotten plenty of positive responses, and 
wouldn’t need to be making any stops until they got to Brokenbank. Which was a bonus 
because Molly was a little antsy to get back to shore. He hadn’t told anyone just exactly what 
it was Lucien had set in motion back in Nicodranas, because he wasn’t entirely sure it was a 
bad thing. No one could do anything about it anyway. Molly had plenty of time to think it 
over, consider things. 


It was a wild goose chase anyway. Molly was pretty sure the rest of the Nien had looked into 
the possibility of separating him and Lucien already. 


Molly had gotten plenty of cuddle time in with Caleb, the Omega relatively relaxed the entire 
time, and hadn’t remembered anything else from Lucien to make him guilty. He’d caught up 
with everyone about his own opinions to Marion’s advice, had explored the ship with his own 
eyes rather than the memories from Lucien, and was ready to be a participant in this mission. 


So really, he had no right to be upset seeing Caleb speaking to that too curious blonde 
crewman from the other night. Molly really shouldn’t be feeling that spark of jealousy, which 
Molly quickly decided was concern and nothing else. He’d gotten the rundown of things by 
now and Molly knew that al/ of the crew knew Caleb was off limits. In any case, after Lucien 
had been around for the last five days, Molly would guess the only people who would dare 
touch Caleb had a death wish. 


“Just a friendly chat.” The blonde said, looking and sounding far too suspicious. And then he 
was putting a hand on Caleb’s shoulder, and it was all Molly could do not to snarl. He had no 
right to be so angry, or feel so possessive, and he blamed Lucien entirely for that feeling. 


Fury curled in his stomach, Molly’s tail lashing behind him as his entire body filled with 
tension. A vindictive part of him was very pleased to see Marius’s face drain of color as the 
man scrambled backward. And, more importantly, away from his Omega. 


Less pleasant was the reaction from Caleb, the flash of fear across the wizard’s face. Caleb 
was in his space in a heartbeat, a low whine leaving his throat as he huddled up close and ran 
his hands up Molly’s chest. “I’m yours Molly, I’m sorry, please.” 


Molly opened his mouth to reassure the wizard, though his words were cut off as Caleb 
leaned forward to capture his mouth in a kiss. Molly froze in surprise, struck speechless as 
Caleb pressed flush against him. The half elf was all but forgotten, Molly groaning as he 
buried a hand in Caleb’s hair and returned the kiss. Caleb was delightful, amazing, 
delicious.... And scared. 


Molly fought with instinct and desire as he forced himself to pull back, fingers tightening 
slightly in the Omega’s hair to keep him from following. He purred lowly in reassurance as 


Caleb’s breath hitched, gaze cutting over to Marius. Bastard was lucky. Molly wasn’t going 
to be able to do any specific violence with Caleb right here. 


“You're gonna want to leave while I’m distracted.” 


The blonde’s gaze was wide and frightened, flickering between Molly’s face and hand. Molly 
pulled Caleb closer as Marius didn’t walk away, but instead stepped closer. “It’s- he didn’t do 
anything. It’s not his fault, really.” 


Caleb shifted just slightly in his hand, turning to throw a look at Marius. And wasn’t that 
interesting? Molly paused, head tilting slightly as he released Caleb. The mage was... 
glaring? At this random perfume soaked beta? 


“Pretty sure the rules were simple. Hands off.” Molly stated evenly. 


“It was m-my fault.” Caleb said suddenly, shifting back close again and kissing up Molly’s 
neck and jaw. “I said it was okay, I started it.” 


Mollymauk shivered at the feeling of Caleb’s lips on the bond scar, distracting little minx he 
was, drawing in a sharp breath at the sensation. The hum of words against his neck was far 
too pleasant. “You... ah, asked him to touch you then?” Molly asked unsteadily, knowing he 
should probably stop Caleb. He was going to need a cold shower or a hand from Fjord after 
this. Caleb was just... 


Thankfully, Caleb went still at the question, pausing for a moment before nodding an 
affirmative. “Yes.” 


Okay, so Caleb was lying now. That was new. 


“No, I just wanted to talk to him! We weren’t doing anything!” Marius interjected, voice 
going high and near panicked. 


This time Caleb added a growl to the glare and Molly couldn’t stop the breath of laughter. 
This new confidence from the mage wasn’t helping with how much Molly wanted him. He 
smothered the sound as Caleb flinched against him, and that cooled his blood a little bit, the 
wizard whimpering an apology. "Please, please, I'm sor-." 


“He really didn’t do anything wrong.” Marius interjected quickly. 


“Don’t be stupid, I’m not going to hurt him.” Molly growled in annoyance, snorting when the 
blonde half elf just stared at him. “He can talk to whoever he wants to. It is a bit interesting 
that he lies for you though.” 


“T- I... wasn’t lying, Alpha, I-“ Caleb attempt to lie again was stopped short as Molly tsked at 
him, the Omega wincing and baring his neck expectantly. 


“Hey, it’s alright, calm down. I want you to make friends, you didn’t do anything wrong.” 
Molly assured, brushing a hand over Caleb’s head to straighten him, stopping the submission, 
then placed a kiss on the top of the Omega’s head. “I’m a little overprotective, but you two 
can talk. So long as you’re comfortable with it, Caleb.” 


Caleb threw a subtle glance towards Marius, the blonde half-elf looking just as confused as 
Caleb felt. He’d thought he would need to placate the Alpha, beg forgiveness, but Molly was 
completely dismissing the very obvious lie he’d been told. And he was allowing them to 
continue speaking to each other. 


“T... I chose to stay.” Caleb admitted shakily. 


“Then I’m not mad at all.” Molly quipped lightly, shifting back from him a little bit. “I won’t 
impose, go make friends, okay?” 


“Would-“ Caleb began, pausing for a moment to take a steadying breath. “Would it be 
permitted to... to have a meal, ah... Molly?” 


Molly’s expression brightened, a low purr thrumming through his reply. “Yes. Definitely, yes. 
Rations don’t apply to you. Please, eat whenever you want, as much as you want, please.” 


Caleb nodded automatically, cautiously backing away from the Alpha. He was beginning to 
think this pack was obsessed with feeding him. Jester with the street food in the city, Molly 
with the snacks for the ‘reward’, and even further back when they’d only just acquired him 
Molly had said they wanted to feed him. He’d thought little of it other than incentive for good 
behavior, but the words might have been safely taken at face value. 


At least the Alpha wasn’t upset with him. 


Molly skirted around the two of them, slowing to throw a much colder look towards Marius. 
“Hurt him, and you’ll only live long enough to very much regret it.” 


Both Omega’s stood frozen staring uneasily at the Tiefling as he sauntered away. Marius was 
the one to recover first, shaking himself slightly and taking in a breath. “Yeah, scary as hell. 
How do you- sorry, no, that’s... never mind. Are you hungry? I could eat.” 


“I’m not going to get caught in a second lie. Ja, let us go find some food.” Caleb stated wryly, 
forcing the tension from his shoulders. 


“You shouldn’t have, really don’t want you to get in trouble with him especially. But thanks 
for that.” Marius said guiltily, following alongside Caleb as the mage led the way down 
across the deck towards the stairs down toward the main deck and the galley. “You think, I 
mean if you don’t mind me asking, think he’II be upset later? I can explain it, or something.’ 


’ 


Caleb let out a quiet sigh, shaking his head. He couldn’t help but glance around reflexively 
for any of the pack, only replying when he saw none of them. “Nein. No, I do not think you 
speaking with him would help in any case. Honestly, I am not, ah... I am not sure. If he will 
be angry. Or if he will tell the others and they might be.” 


Caleb hesitated as they entered the galley, eyes lighting upon the tall white and pink haired 
form of Caduceus. The grave cleric was sitting on his own, empty plate in front of him as he 
leaned against the corner. He looked up, blinking at them as a slow smile formed on his face. 
“Ah. Hello there. Seems you made a friend?” 


Caleb’s gaze flickered over to Marius, then back to Caduceus as he nodded. “Yes. Ah, Molly 
said it was... was okay to eat.” 


Caduceus, of all of them, he did not think would have an issue would that, but it didn’t hurt to 
ask. 


“Of course.” Caduceus nodded. “Do you want me to make you something?” 


“T can do that.” Marius piped up, feeling none of the tension Caleb did. The wizard was 
almost envious of how Marius so easily trotted into the room and back into the kitchen area. 


Caleb trailed along after him, standing in the opening between the two rooms and keeping an 
eye in case Caduceus had need of him. He was overcompensating in all honesty; anxious and 
perhaps a little happy to have someone to actually talk to. Someone who had no Alpha they 
would potentially report his words and actions to. It had always been dangerous to speak to 
another Alpha’s Omega back in Rexxentrum, or every other place he’d been owned in. 


The quick tension that had returned seeing Caduceus slowly abated as the Firbolg made no 
move toward him, issued no orders. By the time Marius had gathered a bit of food for them 
both, Caduceus had dismissed their presence entirely. 


“So, have you lived in the Empire your whole life?” Marius asked curiously, the two of them 
claiming seats across the room from the other occupant. 


“More or less.” Caleb replied softly, picking at the food for a moment with one last glance 
towards Caduceus before relaxing into the meal. “I’ve moved around the Empire for the past 
fifteen years, spent some time in Nicodranas in between. Mostly I was at the capital, 
Rexxentrum.” 


“The war move you around?” Marius asked. “I stayed out of it myself. Either here in 
Nicodranas or out on the water sailing.” 


Caleb huffed a small breath that was almost a wry laugh. “More or less on that count as well. 
Between the nobility falling in and out of favor, or the generals being rewarded for some 
deed or another, I suppose the war has moved me around. I saw some fighting when my 
masters thought my magic of use to them.” 


“That’s right, you have magic. I remember hearing that, they said you were a wizard. Didn’t 
think that was possible in the Empire.” Marius commented, tone curious. 


Caleb cast a glance at Caduceus, but the cleric didn’t seem to be paying attention. He still 
lowered his voice as he answered the unspoken question. “My magic was discovered early, so 
my training began when I was ten. First the Academy in Zadash, then Rexxentrum to study at 
the Assembly. I was late presenting, to be honest. Nearly eighteen and at the end of my 
training with the Assembly before my first heat.” 


“Oh, wow, that is late.” Marius stated, also looking toward the Firbolg briefly. “Did you have 
anyone? I mean, I was about average, had my parents to talk me through it. But eighteen, I 
can’t imagine...” 


“It wasn’t that bad. Eod-... I had, ah.... a pack. She was-“ Caleb fell silent for a moment, 
ducking his head and freezing as Caduceus stood across the room. He held his breath, but the 
cleric only left the room, leaving the two of them on their own. Caleb continued once the 
door had shut behind the Firbolg. 


“Eodwulf was our Alpha, Astrid is Omega. We all though I was beta. It was not so difficult, 
that first heat. Was... pleasant actually.” Caleb flushed, finding it odd to be speaking so 
openly. How long had it been since he’d had opportunity to speak to someone so completely 
unthreatening? 


“T guess there’s something to be said for being older.” Marius chuckled. “Less awkward, that 
uh... part of it.” 


Caleb snorted. “Ja, you could say that. And I’d seen Astrid’s enough to know what to 
expect.” 


“How’d your parents take it?” Marius asked. “They probably thought you were Beta too I’d 
guess?” 


“Ja. I wrote them after, to tell them. They accepted it well enough.” Caleb shrugged. “They 
were not... disappointed, but... ah, worried would be most accurate. My mother still lives in 
Blumenthal, I haven’t been back in... so very long.” 


They lapsed into silence for a few minutes, finishing the food, before Marius changed the 
topic. “So, these Nein, no offense, and I completely get it based on Lucien, but are the Beta’s 
that bad too?” 


Caleb tilted his head in confusion for a brief moment, glancing towards where Caduceus had 
been and then to the door he’d left out of. Understanding flashed in his mind; Marius had to 
have noticed the attention he gave to Caduceus while the cleric was in the room. “Ah, no, 
nein, it is not- They are...” 


Caleb trailed off, frowning down at the table as he considered. They were terrifying, as all 
who owned him were, yet they were... less? 


“They feed me, allow me clothing, allow me use of magic, have not beaten me, and none of 
the Alpha’s have claimed their due. Even Molly and Fjord. They even had me to return the 
bonding on them.” Caleb listed, brow furrowing as he spoke mostly to himself. “They are 
kinder than any who I have been given to since... since Wulf.” 


“That’s good, isn’t it?” Marius asked. 


“Tt’s just, they do not have rules.” Caleb complained, the words falling out in a frustrated 
rush. “None they tell me. And I do not even know how they all will discipline when I break 
those. All but the Expositor, but she has not abided by the rules of the Cobalt Soul since I was 
delivered to them, so I still have no guide. Every Alpha I have had has given rules, has 
enforced them. Even Eodwulfhad rules.” 


Marius frowned, expression sympathetic. “I had an Alpha that like to keep changing the rules 
a lot, so I understand.” 


“With so many of them, they may as well-“ 


Caleb cut off as he felt a familiar arcane energy, a sending spell, and he held up his hand to 
Marius when the blonde frowned and opened his mouth to speak. 


“You’re becoming careless, Beauregard. I’ve cleaned up your mess this time. Archmage 
Luten was well respected. Report.” 


The voice was Astrid’s, but the words were unmistakably Zeenoth. Caleb’s stomach dropped, 
chest filling with icy fear. He put on a carefully blank expression, cutting himself off from the 
surging terror and anxiety. He was not with Beauregard, would be causing Zeenoth to wait 
while he went to find the Expositor. Astrid would be the one to suffer for it. 


Marius was all but forgotten as he replied to the spell, voice shaking as he blindly turned to 
leave the galley. “Forgive me, I am not with the Expositor at current. I will find her, relay the 
message, and reply shortly.” 


The apology was for Astrid, for the anger that would be expressed upon her in the time it 
took him to find Beau. It was pointless to apologize to Zeenoth, begging forgiveness never 
worked and only further antagonized him. Astrid would pass the message along in a way that 
would, hopefully, not bring too much harm to her. Caleb knew well Zeenoth had no patience, 
was already sick to his stomach knowing he was the cause of her pain. Right now, he needed 
to find Beauregard as quickly as possible. 


Reaping What Was Sown 


Chapter Notes 


I don't know where this falls on the scales of self indulgence, but here is a super long 
chapter. 


There was a point in this one where it could have gone two different ways. I chose the 
way of awkward cuddles and awkward uncomfortable Molly. 

Caleb was going to be confused and scared either path, but this one got him some 
cuddles. 


The alternate route dead ended in a stalemate with Fjord, Marius, and Orly. I say 
stalemate, but it was really just an awkward conversation a with a lot of worried looks. 
Couldn't get past that wall. So we went the way my imaginations was going. ENJOY! 


Beau, as it turned out, was in her cabin. The room should probably have belonged to three or 
four crewmen, but it was hers now. And Yasha’s and Jester, but that was a given. Beau was 
starting to like this whole sailing thing. Being first mate was kind of cool and, besides the 
monotony of the same ocean around her, it was kind of freeing to be on the open water. So, 
she was in a fairly pleasant mood when there was a knock on her door, and there wasn’t a 
trace of gruff annoyance in her voice when she called the person to come in. 


Beauregard lifted an eyebrow seeing it was Caleb opening the door, the Omega not hesitating 
at all before walking into the small room. It put her on alert, muscles tensing automatically. 
Him dropping to his knees on the dirty floor didn’t change that alert caution at all. He was 
acting weird, had a strange look on his face as well. 


“Alpha, a message from High Curator Zeenoth. You’re becoming careless, Beauregard. I’ve 
cleaned up your mess this time. Archmage Luten was well respected. Report.” Caleb said 
dully, voice a flat monotone. 


“Wait, what?” Beau barked out, shifting smoothly from where she’d been relaxing on the 
pushed together cots of the room. She rolled to her feet, frowning down at Caleb a few feet 
away. “Since when does he know magic?” 


Caleb ground his teeth, not wanting at all to have this conversation. To be wasting time. Nor 
did he particularly like bringing up Astrid. The monk had leverage enough just knowing 
Astrid’s name. And Beau had to know the position she had him in. If she knew Zeenoth, then 
she knew he was not one to tolerate being made to wait. Caleb would answer whatever 
questions were posed to him if it meant Beau would give him a reply all the quicker. 


“He owns Astrid, she has magic the same as I. We have often been made of use in such a 
manner. I will repeat your words to her, and she to him.” Caleb told her evenly, keeping his 
voice flat and emotionless. “Do you have a reply for him, Alpha?” 


“Yeah, in a minute.” Beau dismissed, stepping closer and squatting down into his space. 
“Molly didn’t say anything about Lucien pinning the Archmage’s death on me. What the hell 
is Zeenoth talking about?” 


“T do not know, Alpha. High Curator Zeenoth may have such information, if you wish to 
ask.” Caleb replied, trying to subtly push Beau towards answering the man. He was well past 
the boundaries of his station, had absolutely no right and would not have dared in any other 
circumstance. But this was Astrid. And he very much hoped Beau would continue the 
inexplicable lack of punishment or discipline regarding his defiance. 


“T’m not going to just ask him. You don’t go into a conversation on a weak angle.” Beau 
growled, scowling a moment later as she added. “With that bastard especially.” 


Caleb resisted the urge to hunch his shoulders, fingers digging into the fabric of his trousers 
as he waited. Maybe now, maybe she would reply now. 


“Did Lucien do anything? Say something, leave something, anything that points to me? Or 
the Soul?” 


“T do not know, Alpha. I do not think so.” Caleb answered with a shake of his head. Was she 
playing with him? Was this a game? She delaying and delaying, knowing it was Astrid that 
suffered for it? Caleb trembled, fingers tightening over his knees as he continued. “Please, 
please may I send a reply message?” 


Beau cocked her head to the side, eyes narrowing as she studied him. As with anything to do 
with Zeenoth, she couldn’t help the automatic suspicion and mistrust. 


Caleb wasn’t looking at her, had carefully kept his gaze averted since walking in the room. 
Not unusual for him, but it made reading him more difficult. He hadn’t moved an inch from 
his kneeling position on the floor since he’d arrived, so whatever he was after he wanted it 
badly. Or was simply terrified and was trying to ‘be good’ so that she would hurt him. 


Beauregard was starting to feel that familiar disconnect, the haze of being half removed from 
what was going on. It should be worrying, but it was hard to feel it. 


“You seem over eager. What’s the hurry?” She questioned; words more forceful than she 
knew was warranted for dealing with Caleb. 


Caleb cringed, hesitating before he spoke. It made it all the more difficult for Beau not to 
interpret that for guilt. For him hiding something. Her training demanded she pursue it, press 
her advantage until he gave her the information she wanted. Caleb didn’t make it any better 
with his response, the Omega’s words evasive at best. 


“T wish only to serve, Alpha.” 


“T believe that you believe that. But that doesn’t explain why you’re so adamant to message 
Zeenoth back. Nobody likes talking to that prick.” Beau stated, fighting to not lose herself. 
The words were right, were her own, was what she felt. But the tone was wrong. Too flat. 


Beau moved forward to sit down cross legged in front of Caleb, trying to fool her own self 
into registering Caleb as not a threat, not a target. Zeenoth wasn’t testing her. The only end 
goal in this was to protect her pack. Even if it was from herself right now. “I don’t like him, 
don’t trust him, and talking to him puts me in a not so great mindframe. So be straight with 
me about this and I’1l drop it, okay?” 


Beauregard realized that absolutely none of those words were likely to reassure Caleb. 
Would, in all honesty, frighten him more. She would feel guilty later, would deal with it later, 
because right now it was more about calming her own trained responses enough they could 
get through dealing with that bastard. 


“He... has Astrid.” Caleb ground out haltingly, a shudder running through him that he 
quickly stamped out. “He... is not patient and I had to- to come find you.” 


The coil of unease and distrust loosened in Beau’s chest at the explanation. Very on par with 
Zeenoth, and Caleb too. He was trying to protect his friend. Zeenoth wasn t¢ patient. She’d 
worry later about the exact reasons why Caleb knew that so well. 


“The spell is limited to twenty five words, I will relay them as you say them. Would you like 

a warning when I begin to reach the end of my capabilities, Alpha?” Caleb spoke up again in 

the short silence. There was a wary hope in his tone, riddled with fear, before it all turned to a 
carefully crafted neutrality. 


Beau nodded sharply. She wasn’t going to make him wait any longer, wanted to get this over 
with as much as he did. She waited as he drew out a copper wire, the wizard curling one end 
around his finger. When Caleb’s gaze lifted near halfway up to her own, she took that as a 
sign he was ready. 


“We received the mission from King Dwendal, left to go to Nicodranas. Luten was less than 
charming and got on the wrong side of Lucien.” Beau reported, trying to be mindful of the 
limits Caleb had explained for the spell. 


“Your original mission was to control them, Beauregard. That has not changed.” 


“T think I’ve done... a decent job of that.” Beau replied, keeping herself from being too 
flippant with her reply. 


”And yet the Archmage is dead. Mere days after meeting your pack.” 


Beauregard drew in a breath, holding it for a moment, then stood lithely to her feet. This was 
the exact reason she had wanted Lucien and the others to leave Luten for now. Actually, this 
was the extreme version of any of the possible consequences for taking him out. 


“Since when have you been such a fan of the Assembly?” Beau growled, that feeling of 
disconnect fading as she began to truly realize and understand that she didn’t need to craft her 


tone or expression so carefully. Not when her words were being relayed through two separate 
individuals. 


Though, by the way Caleb cringed as he repeated her words, she would need to make sure 
not to antagonize Zeenoth too badly. 


“Ever since they are useful. I have taken charge of the Nicodranian circle. You will report 
your mission progress to me daily until further notice.” 


“Fine, we’ve got four more days of open ocean, you want updates on all of that?” 


”You have your orders, Beauregard. The King’s attempts to control the Nein have not been 
as successful as he would wish. It would be- 


-in their best interest for you to perform well on this task.” 
Beau scowled, not liking the implications in that. “Is that a threat?” 


“Tt is a warning. You have a bright future with the Cobalt Soul, your pack has proven their 
strength and resourcefulness. I would not want- 


-to lose them as an asset for the Empire.” 


Beauregard did not want to agree. Having to do daily reports to Zeenoth, even if it was as 
simple as a ‘still sailing’, wasn’t something that appealed to her. Not at all. She’d had enough 
of that during training and the war. Perks of being with the Nein on a permanent basis was 
she didn’t need to report to anyone. The few missions they’d received since the war had 
ended hadn’t been long enough to need to check in. 


There wasn’t much else to say, so she let Zeenoth have the last word. He’d probably be in a 
sweeter mood if he thought he’d gotten the upper hand. And, honestly, he kinda did. Beau 
would do anything for the Nein, even put up with Zeenoth. If her old teacher was pulling 
strings to make sure Luten’s death didn’t come back to bite them, she’d deal with the 
consequences of having to report to him until this mission was over. 


Beau shifted her weight, looking up at the dirty wooden slats of the top of the cabin, then 
glanced back at Caleb. She should probably do something, try and reassure him. She didn’t 
think she was in too bad a way, considering she’d be dealing with Zeenoth for the foreseeable 
future, but Beau knew she wasn’t the best at comforting. 


Caleb remained on his knees as he felt the magic fade, no reply forthcoming. Beau was not 
pleased with the conversation, that much was clear. On one hand, Caleb was glad. It meant 
Zeenoth would not be angry, having “won” the conversation, so Astrid would not be 
punished. On the other hand, he was not so lucky. 


He ducked his head, shoulders tensing as Beau stalked forward. The Alpha squatted down in 
front of him, reaching forward to tilt his head up. Caleb swallowed nervously, keeping his 
gaze averted and bracing himself in case she decided to hit him. 


“T guess he didn’t have anything else to say?” Beau asked gruffly. 


“He did not, Alpha.” Caleb replied thinly. He flinched, heart skipping as she shifted her hand 
to pet through his hair. He tried to be still, but he couldn’t help the tremble that ran through 
him. 


“You did good, alright.” Beau tried, pausing for a moment before asking. “What would help? 
What would make you feel safer?” 


“Lucien.” 


The name slipped from Caleb’s lips, much to the surprise of both of them. Terrifying as 
Lucien was to Caleb, at least he gave rules. And enforced them. Beau drew back from him 
and Caleb thought for a moment he’d finally done something Beau felt it was worth 
punishing him. However, she only gave a wordless hum before speaking. “Can you message 
Molly? Ask him to come here.” 


Caleb nodded wordlessly, casting the spell again as he lifted the wire to his lips. “Expositor 
Beau requests you come to her quarters.” 


Beau snorted when he finished, shaking her head. “That’ll bring him running.” 


Sure enough, not two minutes later, the door to the cabin slammed open. Mollymauk stood in 
the doorway, chest heaving with quick breaths from his rapid dash to get there quickly. ““What 
happened?! What did you do, what happened?” 


“He’s not hurt.” Beau told him bluntly. “Short story, Zeenoth. Looks like I’m reporting to him 
daily for the duration of this little mission. Through Caleb.” 


“Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me...” Molly groaned. 


“Yeah, wasn’t a good time for either of us. Caleb says Lucien would make him feel safer.” 
Beau explained with a grimace. 


Molly froze, blinking between the two of them. “He- what?” 
Beau shrugged. “Think you can get him to come out and play nice?” 


Molly scowled, expression just a little bit hurt and jealous. “How the hell should I know? I’ve 
never specifically tried to switch with him.” 


“Give it a try?” Beau asked, glancing to where Caleb appeared to be trying to very silently 
sink down through the floor and right the hell out of this situation. “Since he asked and all...” 


Molly sighed, stepping and closing the door before sinking down to sit on the floor. He 
looked at Caleb, considering for a moment. He wasn’t sure, exactly, how to get Lucien’s 
attention. Whatever part of Lucien that paid enough consideration to show up was generally 
only when he was in real trouble... and sometimes not even then. But who knows, maybe 
he’d show up for Caleb. 


Molly tilted his head, bracing his elbow against a knee and propping up his chin. “Caleb.” 


The mage shifted upright a little, looking in Molly’s general direction but not meeting his 
gaze. Caleb’s breaths were coming a little too quick and sharp, near panicking if Molly were 
any judge. Not in a great mindset, obviously, and Molly was disinclined to have Lucien 
anywhere near him. But he’d asked... So Molly would try. 


Five minutes sitting in near perfect silences, broken only by the occasional too loud breath of 
Caleb, and Molly realized this was a lost cause. Lucien was capriciously like a cat. You want 
him to show up and he’d absolutely refuse. 


Whether it was real refusal or just a simple matter of ability, Molly didn’t know. All he did 
know was, much as he tried, he was getting nowhere. 


If Lucien himself wasn’t going to show up to help, maybe taking another look at what Lucien 
had done while he was here would give Molly some hint as to why Caleb had said Lucien 
was safer. 


Lucien was absolutely NOT safer. 


Hadn’t he proven that by how much pain he’d inflicted upon Caleb the instant he’d shown 
up? And how he’d been giving orders, making demands, annoying the hell out of every 
single one of the pack... 


Although, if he were honest, most of that was his own irritation at Lucien. Lucien picked and 
needled and annoyed everyone. The only one he didn’t do it to directly was Molly, and that 
was simply a matter of availability. Give him his own body and Molly would bet all the gold 
in the world the man would be just as much as ass to him as he was to the others. 


Molly sighed to himself, closing his eyes and taking a moment to try and be objective. 


Lucien did have a point about both of them marking Caleb, and had been helpful in pointing 
out that it was possible for Caleb to do the same to them. They hadn’t even known it was 
possible. While Lucien could have gone about it better, he’d been helpful at least. And he’d 
comforted Caleb during and after, purring for him. But so had Fjord and himself other times, 
so that couldn’t be the answer. 

“Molly?” Beau questioned gruffly. 


Molly opened his eyes to see them both looking at him, though Caleb dropped his gaze the 
second their eyes met. “Yeah, still me, just.... Give me a minute.” 


Beau shrugged, but fell silent again, and Molly leaned forward to prop his chin on his palm 
as he studied Caleb. 


Lucien hadn’t been a huge participant with the whole scenting thing Marion had gotten them 
to do, but then again he’d already coated himself on Caleb by that point. He’d just sat back 
and made demands and watched. And reassured Caleb by giving him an example of what 
would be happening. ‘Just like with Molly’ he’d said. Something to compare to so Caleb 
would know what was coming. 


They wouldn’t have much luck with that, this was all new territory most of the time. 


Caleb had kept looking at Lucien during all of that too, like he needed permission, or... Or 
protection. Because Caleb had given him and Fjord that exact same type of look when they’d 
met Luten. When Luten had been asking if he could keep Caleb. Lucien was a possessive 
little bastard, even Caleb had picked up on that. So maybe... 


Maybe he could work with that. 


“Come here, love.” Molly said gently. As expected, Caleb had been paying very close 
attention. At the soft order, the wizard immediately turned to shuffle the short distance over 
to him. He stopped a foot away, well within reach, baring his neck with a submissive whine. 


Right, Lucien had decided biting him was a good punishment for when Caleb didn’t do what 
he wanted. Maybe Caleb thought that applied to all things. But Caleb hadn’t done anything 
wrong, Molly figured even Lucien would agree with that. “Enough of that, or have you done 
something worth correcting?” 


Real great Molly, was to sound like an abusive dick... Molly chided himself, discomfort 
curling in his stomach. He felt worse as Caleb didn’t answer, but instead looked over the 
Beauregard. Molly followed his gaze, doing his best to keep up the air of unconcern in the 
face of her sharp glare. “Has he?” 


“No.” Beau answered deadpan, the monk moving with slow caution into a near coiled 
defense (for all she remained sitting on the cot). 


Molly turned his attention back to Caleb, reaching down to tip his chin so he could look the 
mage in the eyes. Even Lucien had done that, so not too out of character. “She says you 
didn’t. So tell me, have you been good?” 


Caleb paused, gaze once again flickering to Beau, but the Omega answered the question this 
time. “Y-yes... Lucien?” 


Oh, good. Molly had fooled at least one of them. Although, he was pretty sure Caleb was 
regretting asking for Lucien because the mage was trembling in earnest now. Maybe pushing 
the whole name thing had been a bad idea. But it had been something Lucien would do... 


Of course, Molly was going to do the very un-Lucien type thing and try and use this as a way 
to hopefully alleviate some of the absolute terror that Caleb held towards Beau. Founded, 
sure, because honestly Beau was scary sometimes. And she hadn’t done herself much good 
since she’d gotten into that fight with him. Nothing like being trapped on a ship in the middle 
of the ocean to address gross misunderstandings. 


And maybe they’d all be pissed at Lucien and not him if this backfired. 


“Good, now why don’t you go sit with Beauregard while we wait for the others.” Molly 
stated. 


Predictably, Caleb’s breath faltered, the Omega breathing out an apology a moment later. 
“Please, I’m sorry, I-“ 


“Enough.” Molly cut him off, pushing through the guilt when Caleb flinched. “If you want to 
sit with me or Fjord later, you’ II sit with her now. She’s not allowed to hurt you, you’re not 
allowed to apologize.” 


“That’s bu-“ Beau began, a growl lacing her words. 


“Those are the rules.” Molly interrupted, lips twitching a little as Beau scowled at him. This 
kind of back and forth was familiar, their normal routine, and Beauregard must have read 
something in his expression because the tense building anger eased off in her scent. 


“T’m not going to hurt him.” Beau stated evenly, looking over at Caleb as she repeated the 
assurance. “I wasn’t ever going to hurt you. First off because you didn’t do anything wrong. 
Second, because you’re pack and I don’t hurt my pack.” 


“Yes, yes. Now we all know. But the rules still stand in our little game.” Molly said airily, 
shooing Caleb towards Beau. “Bonus points if you can get her to relax.” 


Caleb wasn’t very enthusiastic, no surprise there, but he still did as told even though 
Beauregard was full on scowling at Molly. Putting himself in easy reach of the monk was not 
something he wanted to do, but at least Lucien- or Molly, because Caleb wasn’t sure 
anymore- at least he had laid out ground rules again. He’d called it a game, which was 
worrying because games came with consequences for losing. Games also came with rules 
that were usually followed, and this time his was simple. Don’t apologize. Easy enough, he’d 
just say nothing. Safer that way. 


Beauregard had even agreed to the rules herself. So while Caleb wasn’t entirely comfortable 
putting himself in her hands, he was able to do so without too much hesitation. He wasn’t 
entirely sure what Molly meant by ‘bonus points’, but a calm monk was better than an angry 
one, so he’d do his best on that count. Unfortunately for his own peace of mind, the majority 
of the times he’d seen these Alpha’s calm it had been due to cuddling. With Zeenoth’s words 
fresh in his mind, and likely Beau’s, that didn’t seem like a good idea. But she wasn’t allowed 
to hurt him. 


Putting aside his own fears, Caleb pressed himself close to Beau’s side. He forced the tension 
from his shoulders as she put an arm around him, made himself go loose and pliant when she 
tugged him closer. Within a few minutes she had curled around him, the Alpha leaning down 
to draw in a deep breath of his scent. It was a struggle not to whine an apology, to not bare his 
throat in surrender. But his rule was not to apologize, and Caleb wasn’t sure what all fell 
under that. 


Silence stretched for a long moment and Caleb realized that this was... not bad. He wasn’t 
comfortable with Beau, not really, but Molly/Lucien was here keeping watch, so it wasn’t 
impossible for Caleb to relax. 


“You know that you’re the only one he messaged, right?” Beau muttered a few minutes later, 
words muffled against Caleb’s neck. 


Molly snorted, shaking his head. “I didn’t, but we can fix that. Caleb? Be a dear and message 
Jester? She’ll be over the moon to know you can cast that spell too.” 


Making Plans 


Jester was, in fact, very enthusiastic about Caleb’s magical ability. A few minutes after Caleb 
had cast the spell, Beauregard’s door was once again thrown open by a Tiefling rushing into 
the room. After which Molly was treated to the sight of Caleb jerking so hard that he had to 
have clocked Beau in the jaw. The monk didn’t give any indication if it hurt or not, but 
instead did something Molly had never once heard her do before. 


Beau curled a little tighter around Caleb and gave a very distinctive growl towards Jester, the 
cleric stopping in her tracks midmotion. 


“Tone it down some Jes.”’ Beau warned. “You scared him.” 


The look of stunned surprise on Jester’s face shifted to an expression of guilt, her entire 
posture seeming to deflate. “Oh, Caleb, ’m-“ 


“Tt is alright.” Caleb interrupted quickly, throwing an anxious glance towards Molly. “I- I w- 
was... ah...i-it is... ah...” 


“Did you tell any of the others or just run straight here?” Beau asked, saving Caleb from his 
fumbling attempts at an explanation. As close to him as she was, Beau felt (and very much 
appreciated) how he relaxed at the change of subject. 


She wasn’t stupid or naive enough to think it was trust. Many times Zeenoth had done or said 
something that she’d appreciated in the moment, but it had come back to bite in the worst 
way. Not that she had any intention of doing that... Beau scowled at having inadvertently 
compared herself to Zeenoth and buried her face in Caleb’s neck in hopes the scent of Omega 
would sooth whatever dormant Alpha instincts she had left. Anything to get that bad taste out 
of her mouth. 


“T just came here.” Jester admitted, voice going a little softer with concern. 


“She brought me. In a way.” Caduceus interrupted, poking his head into the doorway. 
“Second time I’ve seen someone dashing across the ship this way and I thought it might be 
something worth looking at. Fjord’s on his way too.” 


“You wanna message the others, let em know we’re having an emergency meeting.” Molly 
suggested. 


“T actually didn’t prepare that spell today....” Jester said sheepishly. “Guess it’s a good thing 
Caleb did, huh.” 


“Tt is one of the rules.” Caleb said softly, shoulders hitching a little as he became the center of 
attention. 


“Well, we don’t have rules, okay?” Jester answer immediately. 


Caleb said nothing, but Beau noted the way his lips thinned a little, eyes cutting to the side in 
a way that was almost sassy. It was interesting and a part of her wanted to pursue it. To press 
the issue. Except the last time she’d done that it had ended in a fight. With her current frame 
of mind and how closely she held Caleb, she didn’t trust herself not to hurt him. If he even so 
much as growled, Beau could too easily see herself breaking his arm or something just on 
instinct. 


Still, it was something to visit later. 


“Let’s not have him do it.” Beau decided, glancing over at Molly. Caleb had brought him and 
Jester literally running. For different reasons, but still. If he sounded half as scared as he 
looked, neither of the missing two would react well. 


The bloodhunter snorted, but nodded in agreement. “Veth’s liable to stab someone trying to 
get here and Yasha’d near sink the ship if anyone got in her way.” 


“Jester, why don’t you go find Yasha and Veth?” Caduceus suggested to Jester, drawing her 
attention. “Yasha was at the back of the ship watching the ocean, but I don’t know where 
Veth is.” 


“Probably trying to get some poor sap to shoot off the cannon again.” Molly snickered. 


Jester flashed a grin at him, her demeanor brightening at the joke, then turned to head back 
out again. Fjord entered a second after she left, looking back at the retreating cleric in 
confusion. When he turned back to survey the room, he stopped short seeing Beauregard 
wrapped around Caleb. 


“Should I be worried?” Fjord quipped dryly, one eyebrow rising in silent comment. 
“Probably.” Beau snorted, lifting her head to look at him. 


Fjord and Molly both had the unpleasant experience of seeing complete terror flash across 
Caleb’s face, the mage drawing in a sharp breath. Molly spoke up quickly, not willing to risk 
Caleb apologizing for what was literally just a joke between Beau and Fjord. And one not 
even about Caleb. Or even a joke in general. Either way, Molly sure as hell didn’t want to 
have to follow up with Lucien’s form of discipline. “Come here, Caleb.” 


Caleb obeyed, but that look of terrified betrayal cut straight through Molly. He reached out to 
carefully pull Caleb to himself, running his fingers through Caleb’s hair in a gentle pet. 
“Game’s over now, love. You did perfectly. Even got her to make jokes, good job.” 


Caleb didn’t quite relax, but the sharpness of the fear scent faded. Molly purred an approval, 
bending his head to gently scent the Omega’s neck. “Do you want to sit with me or Fjord? Or 
one of the others? You get to choose, you did so well.” 


Molly waited patiently as Caleb considered, watching as Beau stood and headed over to 
Fjord. The two of them whispered lowly together, the monk’s gaze darting towards him a few 
times. Molly could only assume she was filling Fjord in on the past few minutes. 


“You a-and... Fjord?” Caleb’s reply brought his attention back to the mage, Molly’s heart 
clenching at the uncertain question in his voice. At the same time, he was very very pleased 
to have been chosen too. 


“Come on then, before everyone gets here and steals the good spots.” Molly agreed, stepping 
away and letting Caleb follow of his own accord. And he did. Caleb stayed in perfect step 
with him, immediately curling up beside him when he made himself comfortable sitting on 
the bed against the wall to face the door. 


Once Fjord and Beau had finished their quick little whispered update, Molly called out to the 
warlock. “We saved you a spot, get over here.” He flashed a grin at Fjord, far too pleased 
with Caleb next to him to even pretend to be Lucien anymore. Besides, the mage was much 
calmer, so it was hopefully not needed anymore. 


Jester returned with Veth and Yasha a few minutes later, the blue Tiefling dancing over 
towards Caleb. It was only the very obvious offering of snacks that kept Molly from growling 
a warning. Caleb’s own unease was short lived, Molly almost swearing he heard a light snort 
of amusement from the wizard. 


“I’m sorry for scaring you earlier.” Jester said carefully, leaning in to whisper in a staged 
conspiratorial tone. “You don’t have to share with Molly if you don’t want to, but you total 
can, okay?” 


Molly chuckled, taking the opportunity to gently knock his horns against hers playfully. 
Jester laughed at him, hoping forward onto the bed to nearly tackle him in a fierce hug. She 
was careful not to step on Caleb, and Molly shifted away to help protect the mage from any 
collateral tackles before returning the hug just as tightly. It had been a while since he’d a had 
a good Jester hug. After the stress of the past little while, he very much needed it. 


As Jester eventually pulled away, Molly saw out of the corner of his eye that Caleb was 
watching with wide eyed confusion. The Omega’s gaze occasionally flickered over to Beau 
and Yasha, so it was easy to see where his concern lay. But this was normal behavior for their 
pack, for any pack. Care and affection. 


Molly’s full attention was turned back to Jester as she put both her hands on his cheeks, 
looking in his eyes and saying in a much too serious voice that she had to have learned from 
Marion. “It’s not your fault either. You’re doing good.” 


Molly had to fight a lump in his throat because... yeah, that touched on a lot of the guilt he 
still felt over the last few days. Hell, the entire everything that had happened since Caleb 
joined them. “Thanks, Jes.” 


She smiled and nodded at him, then disentangled herself to head over the few feet to Yasha 
and fling herself into the larger Alpha’s arms. Yasha caught her without missing a beat, 
letting Jester hang onto her neck. She made an entertaining sight as she shuffled herself and 
Jester closer to Beau, the clerics toes just brushing the ground from where she dangled on 
Yasha’s front. 


Veth was the one to get things started, the halfling clearing her throat and asking the question 
they all wanted to know. “So what’s this ‘emergency meeting’ about?” 


Filling the others in was a quick thing, Beauregard giving them all a recap on the 
conversation she’d had with Zeenoth. 


“Forgive me for asking the obvious.” Fjord stated once she’d finished, gaze flickering 
between Jester and Caleb. “But could one of you tell me why it is he messaged Caleb, rather 
than Beau herself?” 


“You have to know the person to be able to message them.” Jester supplied. 
“But he knows Beau, remember.” Fjord pointed out. 
“He doesn’t have magic. Someone else relayed his words.” Beau explained. 


“And that person knew Caleb.” Fjord surmised, glancing down at the mage to confirm. He 
sighed when Caleb nodded jerkily, looking between him and Beauregard. “Do you think 
Zeenoth is going to be keeping closer tabs from now on? Since he has a way to check in more 
often?” 


Beau shrugged. “No idea. If he’s got some angle, yeah. Sounds like he needed Luten for 
something, so best guess is we’ll have to pick up that slack. He’ll probably keep tabs until 
that’s done.” 


“Great, so we can expect another job when we get back.” Molly stated dryly. 


Beauregard nodded. “And until he loses interest, Caleb should probably stick closer to me. 
No telling when he’ll message. And I’m supposed to report to him once a day.” 


“Sure, but it’s not like you’re far away...” Fjord said in confusion. 


“May I?” Caleb asked unexpectedly, flinching when Fjord looked down at him. “TI will make 
myself available to you, if you should ever desire, please?” 


“Tt’s not-“ Fjord began, stopping and taking a breath before starting over. “Of course you can 
be around Beau as much as you want, I just want to be clear that you don’t have to just 
because she suggested it.” 


Only a half permission, really, but Caleb was going to run with it anyway. It got him what he 
needed, which was the ability to protect Astrid as much as possible. And Fjord wasn’t 
questioning him about why, which Caleb very much appreciated. 


“He knows we’ll be on the ocean for the next few days, so messages should be pretty short 
and to the point. We can do end of the day, so no one has to talk to him twice.” Beau 
suggested. 


“Yes, Be-beau.” Caleb replied, stumbling over her name with a quick glance at Molly, fixing 
his eyes on his hands a moment later. Tension radiated out from him, bleeding into an 
awkward silence. 


Molly reached over to tug Caleb’s face back up, pressing a little closer so that they both 
ended up squished against Fjord. Caleb was trying so damn hard that it was almost heart 
breaking. He leaned in to kiss Caleb’s temple, purring softly. “You did good. See, she’s not 
even upset. And if she’s not upset now, she’s not allowed to be upset later.” 


“We’re going to be away from Nicodranas for a while.” Fjord reminded them all, one hand 
absently running along Caleb’s arm soothingly. “So no point in discussing now what to do 
about him when we go back. He might not even still be there.” 


“A distraction sounds nice.” Beau said, letting out a long sigh and rolling her shoulders. “Few 
more days til shore, what’s the plan when we get there?” 


“Ask around about pirate activity.” Fjord replied easily. “It’s been years since I’ve been, but 
if things haven’t changed then they’ve always got something to say about the issue. The main 
city itself doesn’t get raided, but sometimes they have problems with ships docking around 
the rest of the island.” 


“What’s the plan for Caleb?” Veth asked, glancing over at the mage in question. “No offense. 
Just I don’t want another issue like in Nicodranas.” 


Fjord frowned, beginning to see a pattern in how he (and the others) had ignored an entire 
aspect of life for the rarer designation. “I never paid attention to any laws while I was there.” 


“Why don’t we just borrow some of that perfume Marius has?” Beau suggested. 
“That would work, so long as we don’t need to sneak into anywhere.” Veth pointed out. 


“We shouldn’t need to break into anything in the city. It’s not like pirates are just going to be 
hanging out there going ‘oh, here we are, come and arrest us’. “ Jester replied easily, earning 
herself a stern look from the halfling. “Well, they’re not. And besides, if we do need to be 
sneaky, he can just jump in the water and wash off, or polymorph into something.” 


“Would that be alright with you, Caleb?” Fjord asked, dismissing the light bickering between 
the two in favor of consulting the mage. 


“T- if... if that is what you wish.” Caleb replied in an uneasy tone. 


Beau frowned, cocking her head slightly, and Fjord knew he was about to hear something less 
than pleasant. 


“Might want to not say too much. When we get to Brokenbank. Exclusively while we’re 
there. I’m not saying you can’t talk. But if you’re trying to pass as Beta, you’re not gonna 
wanna sound so....” Beau trailed off, waving a hand vaguely as she tried to come up with 
something not extremely insulting. 


Fjord definitely didn’t like it, but he supposed the monk did have a point. Caleb was soft 
spoken, near exuded submissiveness, and it wouldn’t take long for anyone who was looking 
to pick out his nature. Much as he didn’t like to, Fjord inclined his head in agreement when 
Caleb looked his way. “She’s probably right. And Ill reiterate, it’s only for while we’re at 


Brokenbank. And III talk to Orly to make sure there's even anything that would cause issues 
in the first place.” 


Conversations 


Orly didn’t quite know what to make out of this ‘Mighty Nein’ pack. He’d approached them 
because they were hiring, had joined them because they’d seemed like they wouldn’t be a 
threat to his friend. While he wouldn’t label them a threat just now, he wasn’t quite so certain 
about what kind of people they were. 


Orly had never heard of the pack before meeting them in Nicodranas, but over the past few 
days sailing he’d heard more than one of the sailors talking about them. They weren’t so 
famous over on the coast, but many of the men came from further inland and had a lot to say 
about the deeds of the group. They were famous, powerful, and worked for the Empire. 


It explained their Omega, timid thing that he was, and it gave Orly more than enough reason 
to be cautious. He took Beau’s threats at face value and stayed away from Caleb. 


It didn’t stop him from watching, however. 


After Marius and Caleb’s talk and short meal, which the half elf in question continuously 
spoke about, Orly kept a closer eye on them. Caleb had said that the Nein were kind to him 
(or at least that’s what Marius repeated to Orly), that they didn’t mistreat him exactly. But he 
didn’t have any kind of solid footing with them. 


Orly could see the man’s point when, beginning that evening and currently still ongoing, 
Caleb began keeping to Beauregard’s heels. Orly had thought that the wizard was bonded to 
the Captain and Lucien (who the pack had started calling Molly, which was its own mystery), 
but here he was always attached to the monk. And always at varying levels of fear. 


Whatever was going on, Caleb wasn’t visibly injured at least. But Orly couldn’t quite figure 
out just what they were doing with the Omega. It provoked more caution from himself, Orly 
advising Marius to keep his distance for a while. 


At least until they were closer to shore. 


Four days later, as land was just within sight and the port of Brokenbank only about six or so 
hours away, Fjord made his way up over to Orly. It wasn’t the first time he’d come to talk, 
but the Alpha’s expression was pensive and boded a more serious conversation this morning. 


“Have you been to Brokenbank before?” Fjord asked without preamble, coming to stand 
beside the railing of the ship beside the navigator. 


“Mhm.” Orly intoned, bobbing his head in affirmative as he turned his one eye to regard the 
warlock curiously. 


“Would you happened to have... paid any attention to Omega laws there? I haven’t been in 
years and... I wasn’t paying attention the first time, to be honest.” Fjord explained, face 
darkening in an embarrassed flush. 


That would explain a few things. 


“Been a few years, since I a’been there.” Orly told him easily, looking back at the slow 
approaching landmass. “Not so m-m-m-many laws as regardin’ Omegas. Nuthin’ protectin’ 
em either.” 


Fjord frowned, leaning forward and bracing his arms on the rail as he followed the tortle’s 
gaze towards Brokenbank. “We were hoping he could pass as Beta. Any advice on that?” 


Orly paused, keeping his eyes on the horizon. He wasn’t sure if that was a pointed comment 
or a dig for information about Marius. Currently, Orly didn’t quite trust Fjord or his pack 
with that information. Even if he was suspicious, that didn’t mean they knew. And in case 
Orly was wrong about them, he wasn’t going to give an inch about Marius’s true nature. 


“Can’t hurt tryin’. On-n-n-ly 'dvice I give, n-n-not leave him alone. Lot o' people from the 
Empire there. M-m-might re-recognize tha look.” Orly replied, looking over at Fjord. 
“Whether it works or n-n-n-not, you’ll want to keep an-n-n eye on ‘im. Revelry been m-m-m- 
m-more active lately. They m-m-might see him as somethin’ worth taking.” 


“Or anyone else might too, if there no laws about Omegas at all.” Fjord guessed. 


Orly nodded a short bob, taking note of the low possessive growl from the Alpha. Hopefully 
that was a good sign, meant they valued Caleb. If nothing else, at least Fjord knew to keep an 
eye out so Caleb wouldn’t vanish into the hands of the Revelry to be sold to the highest 
bidder. In Orly’s experience, there was always some truth to the stories and that was one of 
the more unsavory he’d heard about Revelry activities. 


“Thank you, Orly.” Fjord said, patting Orly on the shoulder and breathing a little sigh. “Beau 
and Caleb have gone to ask Marius to borrow some of that perfume, hopefully that’ll keep 
anyone too curious away.” 


Orly nodded, frowning slightly in concern. It was possible they’d figured Marius out. 
Although, if they had they weren’t letting on. Fjord hadn’t treated the blonde any differently, 
nor the rest of the pack. 


“Don’t worry, she’ll be nice about it. Or... as nice as Beau gets.” Fjord explained, chuckling 
with a slight shake of his head. “And Caleb’s there too, so she shouldn’t bark at him too 
much.” 


“N-n-n-noticed he was with her m-m-more recently?” Orly decided to ask, curious both about 
why and whether Fjord would explain or not. Or tell the truth. 


Reassuringly, there was no annoyance or anger in the half orcs eyes as he answered. His tone 
held only concern and a slight weariness. “Bit of a problem with a mutual acquaintance of 
theirs, but nothing that can be done about it until we return to Nicodranas.” 


Orly nodded, letting the matter drop. He’d gotten to know Fjord enough over the past couple 
days that he didn’t think the man would hold it against either himself or Caleb if Orly pressed 
the issue. However, Orly wasn’t going to risk that assessment being incorrect. 


It was almost too easy, a few hours later, for Orly to notice when Marius and Caleb came 
above deck. Fjord had eventually wandered off, going about the ship and giving orders here 
or there as the crew began working to bring the ship into harbor. The two Omega’s were 
followed by Beauregard, the monk’s nose wrinkled as she very quickly beelined away from 
the two of them. Even to Orly’s relatively insensitive nose, the scent of perfume quickly 
wafted up to him despite the great distance. 


The two of them made their way over to the bow of the ship, both keeping out of the way of 
the crew, Marius leaning forward on the railing. After a moment, the blonde looked up at 
Caleb, giving a pointed nod. Caleb gave him a sharp look, lips thinning for a moment. His 
expression was more anxious as he glanced around the ship, though the short tension relaxed 
as Caleb found no one paying them any attention. Only Beau watched them, though from 
such a distance that he worried little about mirroring Marius’s relatively vulnerable stance. 


“You can’t act so nervous if you’re going to pass as a beta.” Marius advised, pausing and 
tilting his head before continuing. “Actually, not a good idea for anyone to act nervous in 
Brokenbank.” 


“Easier said than done.” Caleb muttered, eyeing the approaching island with unease. 


“Tt’s not that hard, I mean... You have to know how to be beta. You said you were in your 
teens, you all thought that’s what you were, so you had to have-“ 


“Of course I do.” Caleb snapped out, a warning growl underlaying the words. He glanced 
around again, thankfully finding the area around them as empty as before. He took a breath, 
schooling his tone as he continued. “This is little different than adapting to the preferences of 
various Alpha’s.” 


Marius looked away, a gesture Caleb would have taken for submission if not for the petulant 
tone in the half-elf’s words. “Sure, and you weren’t shaking like a leaf the entire time Beau 
was hanging around.” 


“The Cobalt Soul, of which she is a highly ranked member, has always been very clear on the 
expectations of an Omega. I would much rather not have to repeat that training, or any, with 
them. It would not do well to get used to being allowed this.” Caleb explained. 


“But you’re with them now, you said they don’t have those rules.” 


“And when they tire of me and return me? What then?” Caleb asked sharply. “I have no say 
to whom I am given, and this is a dangerously easy lesson to learn.” 


Marius blinked at him, straightening up before asking carefully. ““Was it that bad there?” 


“Zeenoth was very thorough in his teachings, has trained Expositor Beauregard, for all that 
she does not seem to like him. Has said as much.” Caleb explained, the flame of frustration 
dissipating into exhaustion. “There are... too many ways for that to potentially end badly.” 


Caleb knew he should be able to be... normal, for lack of a better work. To be Beta. He did 
have experience with that, of a sort. From before. But that... felt like so long ago. Like it had 


been another person completely. Now... 


Now he was too worried about how the pack might react after. He did not want to risk them 
being angry for some disrespect he might give. He would already need to be wary with how 
Beau had to report to Zeenoth through him. If the High Curator felt he was being 
disrespected, then it would be Astrid to bear the brunt of that. He did not want to give any 
reason for the monk to be in any worse a mood. 


Caleb sighed, turning away from the sight of the island, from Marius’s concerned looks. He 
was pathetic, truly. 


~y 


There were a half dozen ships anchored in the harbor, the docks full up with docked ships. 
Fjord let out a sigh as he surveyed the, the crew dropping anchor so they could wait for an 
open dock to slip into. This was one thing that hadn’t changed since Fjord had last been here, 
probably never would in all honesty. The morning was still early, making it unlikely they’d 
find a place to dock anytime soon. 


Beauregard startled the warlock as she dropped down from the rigging, smirking at the look 
Fjord shot her. Completely unrepentant, but he couldn’t fault her for her fun. It was less 
destructive than some other of the pack’s ways of blowing off steam. 


“This a first come first serve kind of thing, or we gotta wait for all those guys before finding 
a place to park this boat?” Beau asked, jerking a thumb towards a few of the trade boats 
anchored in the harbor. 


Fjord snorted. “We don’t want to make enemies, not here.” 
“So we wait then.” Beau sighed, the disappointment audible in her tone. 


“Orly can bring the ship in, take care of restocking supplies.” Fjord mused, rubbing his chin 
as he considered. “We could go ahead and get a head start finding information. Take a couple 
row boats up to the shore, or have Caleb and Jester fly us.” 


Beau gave a short grunt and a nod, already perking up. “Wouldn’t mind getting off this ship 
for a while, to be honest. There’s only so many times I can report ‘still sailing’ in a decent 
manner.” 


“Why are you being so decent?” Fjord questioned. “To Zeenoth, I mean.” 


Beau grimaced, staying silent for long enough that Fjord knew he wasn’t about to get the full 
truth on this. It piqued his curiosity, because Beauregard was usually the most forthcoming 
with things regarding Zeenoth. Like she wanted to make up for what Zeenoth had originally 
send her to them to do. 


“Caleb, for one.” Beau explained slowly. “He’s terrified enough of me without my usual 
charm.” 


Fjord snorted, smiling a little when Beau smirked at him. The monk soon sobered, turning to 
look at the shore. “The other reason...” Beau sighed, shaking her head and turning around to 
lean her hip against the rail of the ship and look at Fjord. “Not really something I can share. I 
won’t, anyway. I trust you, and I know you wouldn’t use it against him, it’s not that. Just...” 


Beau shrugged, her expression almost apologetic. “Feels like a shitty thing to do, talking 
about something he didn’t even want me to know.” 


Fjord was even more curious hearing there were two reasons revolving around Caleb, about a 
secret the mage was keeping, but he wouldn’t push. Not that it would do him much good 
anyway even if he wanted. Whatever this ‘secret’ was, it probably wasn’t something that 
posed a danger to them. Beau was right too, it would go a long way for the mage to trust her 
if she showed she could be trusted. 


“How’d it go with Marius?” Fjord asked, changing subject. 


“Fine.” Beau grunted. “Both of em were nervous as hell, but he didn’t do anything for me to 
really get a read on him. Could barely breath in his cabin...” 


Fjord chuckled, shaking his head. “Ill go fill Orly in on the plan, if you’ll gather up the 
others?” 


Brokenbank 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The main street of Brokenbank followed the shape of the inlet, forming a stretched half-circle 
facing the northern ocean. Smaller streets spiderwebbed off, leading towards various districts 
and businesses. Two watchtowers stood guard at the center of the city, where the road led into 
the wilderness of the island. Beyond the city, the land sloped up steeply, a thick forest of 
woods leading deeper into the island. The morning was a busy one for the city, none of the 
citizens seeming to notice to two large avian forms that soared overhead. 


Caleb’s tawny brown eagle form followed Jester’s slightly silvery blue one as they flew over 
the main section of the city. Caleb carried Yasha and Caduceus, Jester setting the pace with 
her heavier load of Beau and Molly at her talons, Fjord and Veth atop her back. The cleric 
had likely circled around to get a good view of the entire settlement before beginning to 
slowly drift down towards the eastern section. 


It was during this that Caleb noticed there were two distinct sections of the city: rich and 
poor. Easily distinguished by the buildings and streets. Jester was headed toward the 
wealthier section, which Caleb knew would likely not be as safe a place for them to arrive. 
Wealth usually followed power, or people who wished to prove they had power. Caleb had 
more than enough experience with how the wealthy elite reacted to unwelcome and 
unexpected visitors. 


His instinct was to follow anyway, to obey as he had been taught. However, he was supposed 
to be trying to be Beta, and so he asked himself what he might do should this be Eodwulf or 
Astrid. If this had been a mission they had been assigned in the early days. It was a simple 
answer, he would have told them of the safer option. Lacking the option to communicate, he 
would have turned their course more directly. 


It was probably an ill-advised course of action for his current situation, but Caleb went with it 
anyway. Caleb folded his wings into a slight dive to pick up speed and pull ahead, then 
carefully began crowding Jester into the direction that he needed. Predictably, she squawked 
in protest, but Caleb chose to ignore it. He had to ignore it. He would lose his nerve if he kept 
count of every time one of the pack made a tally of things to punish him for later. 


Jester fell back to follow Caleb once he had made his point, the two of them flying towards 
the far eastern edge of the settlement. Caleb was mindful not to go too fast, very aware that 
Jester was doing most of the heavy lifting for reasons he was unsure of. They were nearly 
outside of the settlement’s limits before Caleb dipped down to descend onto the mix of sand 
and dirt some two hundred or so feet from the water’s edge. 


Sure enough, once they’d landed and dropped the polymorph spell, Jester was turning to him 
with frown. Displeased, as he’d thought, but there was little he could do but deal with the 
repercussions later. 


“Why did you bring us here, Caleb? This is like the poorest of poor, we’re going to get 
mugged.” 


“More often than not, the danger lies with those in power. None here would have the ability 
to challenge you, nor the resources.” Caleb explained, only managing to look her in the eye 
for a second before he dropped his gaze. 


“He’s right, Jester.” Molly stated, sauntering toward the mage as he gave Jester a saucy look. 


“Some warning next time would be nice...” Jester pouted, though Caleb did take some 
comfort in that she did not sound angry. 


Most of his attention, however, was focused on Molly. The Alpha was stepping up to him, 
reaching out. Caleb had to steel his nerve, heart in his throat as he ducked away from the 
Tiefling’s touch. They would fool no one if they treated him so overtly as Omega. Eodwulf 
had been free with giving his touch to Astrid; a brush of the shoulder, a touch of the arm, all 
gentle reassurances and affection. He hadn’t done the same way with Caleb until after he’d 
presented. 


The pattern seemed to apply to the Nein as well. Molly and Fjord casually touched him all 
the time, gentle and painless (which... was something to consider later), but they didn’t do so 
the same to Jester, Caduceus, or Veth. Certainly not Yasha or Beau, but Caleb knew he had no 
hope of fooling anyone to think he was Alpha, so that didn’t matter. Point was, much as it 
went against every ingrained lesson and instinct he’d been taught, Caleb had to refuse to 
accept the touch. 


It was the little things like this which would break the illusion they were trying to present, no 
matter the amount of perfume they doused him in. 


“We should... find a scarf. To- to cover these...” Caleb said, voice breaking only a little as he 
touched his neck and the bond marks there. He didn’t dare look either Alpha in the eye, well 
aware that the words could be taken as a rejection of their claim. 


Gods, this was so stupid, he was going too far. They were going to kill him. They were going 
to damn near kill him by the time this was over. The fear of it threatened to choke him, made 
his hands shake. He tucked them into his coat, grounding himself in the warm of it, in the 
sturdiness of the shoes they’d allowed him. It helped him keep his breath even, to keep 
standing even as instinct demanded he kneel and apologize. 


His only saving grace was the perfume that made it so the others could not scent the terror on 
him. Of course, he couldn’t smell them either, so he had no idea their mood. How angry they 
might become. 


“That’s not a bad idea, we-“ Beau began. 


“Oh!!!” Jester exclaimed, interrupting the monk with the high-pitched yelp of excitement. 
She practically lunged toward Fjord to grab the bag of holding he carried. Caleb couldn’t 
quite school the automatic flinch at the shout, taking a step further away with a wary glance 


at Fjord. The warlock didn’t seem to mind Jester’s actions, simply rolled his eyes and handed 
over the bag willingly. 


Jester quickly produced some cloth from the bag, not a scarf exactly, but she waved it around 
with such triumphant enthusiasm that nobody wanted to correct her. “Here! You can use this! 
And that way, we don’t have to steal one or make you not have one until we could buy one!” 


It was an odd string of words to follow, all rushed together quickly enough that Caleb took a 
moment before he understood to nod an agreement. “Ah, thank you, Jester.” 


He held still as she skipped over, letting her loop it around his neck and shoulders. He 
couldn’t catch her scent past the perfume he wore, not even this close (Marius had been very 
thorough), but the gentle brush of her fingers against his skin was still somewhat reassuring. 
Proof she wasn’t angry. You weren’t gentle with someone you were angry with. 


And it wasn’t the same casual possessive touch of an Alpha, Caleb rationalized. It was simply 
another Beta helping. It wouldn’t look suspicious to an outsider should they see this right 
now. It did, however, seem to be annoying Molly, as the bloodhunter had an odd expression 
on his face while watching Jester work. 


Caleb pushed away the worry, giving Jester a brittle smile when she finished fluffing the 
material and had stepped back. Verdamnt, but his Alpha’s were truly going to near kill him 
for this. 


The Nein had landed on the outskirts of the ramshackle grouping of huts and makeshift 
homes, the structural integrity of such improving the further towards the main city they 
walked. The streets had only just become actual streets, rather than mud walkways, when 
they were approached by a group of locals wielding makeshift weapons. Clubs, spears, one 
even had a pitchfork. 


They all wore a similar type of vest, giving them the look of an organized group and not just 
a random mob. Yasha and Beau stepped up to flank either side of Fjord, Jester and Veth 
ushering Caleb behind the three Alpha’s while Caduceus stepped a slight bit further back. 


Out of the approaching group stepped a muscled human with light brown hair, a good two 
days’ worth of beard covering his chin, stepped forward to speak. He held a spear at his side, 
not aggressive, but at the ready. “Got word of some strangers dropping out of the sky. What’s 
your business here?” 


Local militia, Caleb would guess. Another reason he preferred they land here rather than the 
other part of Brokenbank. These seemed to be farmers, fisherman, or other such lower ranked 
members of the settlement. They would be much easier to deal with than any paid 
Crownsguard, Zhelezo, or mercenaries employed by the wealthy elite. 


“Apologies.” Fjord said, stepping forward and holding his hands up peaceably. “We’ve come 
from one of the ships in the harbor, we only just arrived maybe an hour or two ago. Docks are 
a bit busy and we thought to get a start on ordering supplies.” 


“Here for a resupply only then?” The man asked, his defensive stance easing along with the 
rest of the militia gathered. 


“What kind of supplies you looking to buy?” Another human elbowed his way past two 
Tabaxi, wiry grey hair sticking up in all directions. He came to stand by the leader, his 
‘weapon’ little more than a walking stick which he used to lean on as he peered over the 
Nein. 


“Food for our crew, mostly. Simple repair items, odds and ends.” Fjord replied simply. 


The leader nodded, half turning and waving them to follow as he head towards the main city. 
“Nettle here has a dried goods shop, you can find a lot there. I’m Letty, by the by.” 


Nettle gave a yellow toothed grin as he was introduced, half waving at them. Most of the rest 
of Letty’s militia began to disburse, a few tagging along as introductions were made. 


“Not many folk come down this way, not exactly a place to go sightseeing, so you’ ll have to 
forgive us our concern.” Letty explained easily once introductions were done. “Most tend to 
spend their time and coin over at West District. We can offer supplies and such for sale, 
simple fare but good quality at a fair price.” 


“Like you said, we did drop out of the sky.” Fjord chuckled jovially. “Some of us needed a 
change of scenery, and we’re on a bit of a timeline, so we thought the sooner we finish our 
business here, the sooner we can be on our way.” 


“More room at the docks for more customers.” Letty laughed as well. “Won’t find a complain 
from the dockmaster, you can be assured of that. He’ll be delighted to hear your ship will be 
docked long enough to load goods and leave.” 


“Got bets he gets paid percentage of each boat that comes through.” Nettle snorted. “That’s 
why he keeps em moving.” 


Caleb kept nearer Caduceus and Yasha s the group walked, following the conversation with a 
vague unease. He couldn’t tell if Letty or Nettle were Alpha or Beta, and it was more 
distressing than he thought was probably warranted. He hadn’t realized how much he relied 
on that knowledge to navigate until it wasn’t available. Given social cues and body language, 
Letty was matching Fjord step for step and word for word, Caleb would guess the man was 
Alpha. 


Not that he should be concerned or care, Caleb told himself, because he was supposed to be 
pretending to be Beta. Why would a Beta care about some random person’s designation? 
He’d never taken much note of it before he’d presented, had never needed to consider an 
Alpha a threat before. 


“We’re also a bit of a mercenary group, looking to make some coin. I’ve been told pirates are 
always an issue here, if there are any contracts out?” Fjord asked subtly. 


Letty snorted. “You want a job for something like that, or any merc offers, you won’t find 
anyone here with the coin to pay. Revelry bothers us all the same, but it’s those with money 


gets to keep their goods. The rest of us eat our losses and try to survive the down season.” 


“There's this merchant, Bridgon Denar, having some trouble with a gang of Revelry so I've 
heard.” Nettle offered, breaking off from a discussion about rations with Caduceus. “My 
cousin works at one of his ware houses, heard the foreman talking about some sightings of 
the flag up near the south part of the island. Denar near runs the docks, one of the big four of 
the merchants what controls things around here.” 


“Might be worth looking into.” Fjord mused, glancing around at the rest of the Nein and 
getting a few shrugs of agreement. He turned back to their two guides, extending a hand to 
shake theirs. “We’ll get as many supplies as we can afford for now, get it prepared to load 
onto our ship. It’s called the Southern Squall.” 


“Aye, I'll keep an eye for it.” Nettle promised, grinning happily as he shook Fjord’s hand. 
“You find some more coin you feel like spendin’, I'll see what on your list I can scrounge up 
in the meantime.” 


The Nein made their way past warehouses and storefronts, the harbor and docks full of ships 
off to their left bustling with activity, the streets around them a chorus of shouting voices and 
the creak of boxes and crates being moved. The morning was still fairly early, but there was 
no lack of activity. 


Caduceus and Yasha had remained behind, securing supplies for their crew as Fjord had said 
they would. The two would reconnect with the others at the docks once they were done, 
speak with the dock master about the ship coming in. There wasn’t a whole lot of coin left, 
Fjord had left the majority of it with Orly to dole out to the crew for their payment getting to 
the island. Those that had chosen to remain would be paid again once they’d returned to 
Nicodranas. Fjord was a little bit banking on the Assembly providing that additional coin 
when they returned, or the Cobalt Soul since Zeenoth was in charge now. 


However, seeing as he wasn’t sure that was a guaranteed bet, accepting a job from this 
merchant would secure them (hopefully) coin enough to pay the crew. Two for one, since 
they’d have their choice of pirates to question if things went to plan. 


Caleb was doing well at least, Fjord mused, glancing over at the wizard in question. He 
reeked to high heaven, but it seemed to be doing its job. No one was getting too close to him. 
It bothered Fjord a little bit, made him feel sort of cut off from the Omega, but he could still 
feel Caleb through the bond so he’d deal with it for now. 


Currently Caleb was walking in between Jester and Veth, the trio too far away for Fjord to 
have any idea what they were talking about. Molly drifted around the edges of them, close by 
but not exactly part of their discussion. Beau walked up next to Fjord, the two of them 
looking for the main shipping warehouse that belonged to the merchant Nettle had directed 
them towards. As usual, the plan was for the two of them to take point in negotiating for the 
job. 


Fjord was the appointed figure head of the group, and Beau was the one (oddly enough) that 
kept a level head in most negotiations. She didn’t let natural instinct affect her, no matter how 
infuriating the other party acted. It was a two-edged sword because Fjord knew her 
personality was more impulsive by nature, and that it was only her tutelage under Zeenoth 
that had curbed that so sharply. It put him on edge a little, because with how often she'd been 
forced to speak to Zeenoth most recently, Fjord worried how it was affecting her. 


Beau headed straight inside when they found the right warehouse, though Fjord hesitated for 
a moment. He couldn’t help but look over to Caleb, worry giving him pause. Jester and Veth 
were still with him, had managed to tempt him into actually conversing with them, words and 
all. Probably about the people wandering the road, if Jester’s pointing and Veth's snickers was 
any indication. 


“He looks like he’s doing alright.” Molly said, stepping up beside Fjord. “Ill shout if 
anything goes wrong, so go on. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can go get 
our pirates. Beau hasn't reported in to Zeenoth yet, so that's probably not helping either of 
them. And once we're outside of the city, maybe Caleb can smell like himself again. It’s 
starting to give me a headache.” 


Fjord snorted, shaking his head though he privately agreed. With all of it, though he wasn't 
sure if Marius had given Caleb any additional perfume or if this was all he had for the 
duration. Molly leaned up to give Fjord a quick kiss on the cheek, then shoved him lightly 
towards the still open doorway of the warehouse. “Now go on, go make us some gold to 
spend.” 


Chapter End Notes 


You get another short-ish filler/transition chapter because my brain is being stubborn 
and isn't wanting to write the negotiations between the merchant and the Nein... Which 
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Beau was only a few moments ahead of Fjord entering the warehouse, but by the time he’d 
followed her she had already scouted out the loose hierarchy here. And there was a hierarchy, 
oddly enough. It was easy to see in the way the workers very specifically ignored how a short 
Beta halfing was currently berating a much taller Alpha Tabaxi. Beau wasn’t anywhere near 
close enough to catch their scent, but she still knew. Profiling designations was a part of her 
training, part of the way she had been taught to manipulate the field to her advantage. 


Beauregard normally didn’t mind using that to the Nein’s advantage, anything to keep them 
safer, but this close to contact with Zeenoth put her on edge. She didn’t like it. The instant 
recognition bothered her even if it was useful. 


The halfling was obviously in charge of the warehouse, held power. If she had to guess, Beau 
would say that this was the merchant Brigdon Denar. The man had two tone curly hair, 
golden on top that faded to a dark brown underneath, his ears were slightly pointed as 
befitted a halfling, and his features were mostly flat except for a bulbous nose. His voice was 
course, though Beau wasn’t sure whether that was his normal timbre or due to the shouting. 
He’d been at it when she’d walked in, the silver and black spotted Tabax1’s ears flat against 
their head as they stood silently for the berating. 


Beauregard shifted her weight, arms crossed as she glanced over at footsteps approaching. 
She lifted an eyebrow at Fjord, nodding her head towards the two. “Think we found our guy. 
Or at least someone with pull enough we might get some info and a job.” 


“Looks like a piece of work.” Fjord muttered. 


Beau grunted agreement, the two of them standing there as the two slowly drifted across the 
warehouse, the Halfling continuing his stream of vitriol and insults even as he checked charts 
and crate labels. As soon as she saw signs of the ‘conversation’ wrapping up, Beau stepped 
forward to head towards them. Fjord followed her lead, shifting in front to take point after a 
few steps. Beau paid little attention to the Tabaxi that slinked past them, only noting that the 
humanoid feline left the warehouse through the door they’d come in. Beau's attention was 
quickly focused back on the halfling as he turned to address them without preamble. 


“Who are you and what do you want? I’m busy, if you can’t see.” Brigdon snapped, slanted 
brown eyes glaring between the both of them. 


Closer now, Beau could see the clothes Brigdon wore were high quality, a rich grey blue vest 
with intricate purple threading on the collar and hem. The long sleeve tunic underneath was 
likely silk, gold buttons on the cuffs. His boots were leather and obviously new, same with 
the belt and blade at his hip. Beau could tell by the hilt of the blade that he probably never 
drew it. A symbol of power, strength bought by coin rather than earned by personal 
improvement. 


He was likely all the more dangerous for it. 


“The name’s Fjord. We're looking for Brigdon Denar, if that's you?” Fjord answered, putting 
on a slow disarming drawl into his tone. The one he used when he wanted someone to think 
he was a simple sailor. Or just simple in general. He continued when he received a sharp nod 
and a scowl. “This is Beau. My pack and I are looking for work, hear you’ve got a problem 
you might be looking for some hired hands to deal with.” 


“And who told you that?” Brigdon growled, eyes narrowing further somehow. 


“Heard it in passing on the way in.” Beau answered shortly, catching the slight shift to 
tension from Fjord. 


“From who.” Brigdon pressed, gaze cutting over to her before looking back at Fjord. “I don’t 
like my business out on the streets. Bad for business.” 


“And we don’t spread names. Looking for coin, heard you had a problem needed solved.” 
Fjord stated evenly. 


“Nothing you two can take care of, I can tell you that much.” Brigdon snorted. “You two 
make a piss poor pack.” 


“There’s more of us, if you’ve got a job.” Fjord assured. 


“We got plenty of muscle, you can just tell us what you need taken down, we’ll take care of it 
for you.” Beau jumped in. Given Bridgon’s shouting at the Tabaxi and his attitude with the 
two of them, she pegged him as one who probably got off on bossing around someone who, 
according to the majority of the world, was normally the one giving orders. Let him know he 
could give them orders and they’d jump to it, he might be more apt to agree and get this show 
on the road. 


“You two from the Empire I take it?” Brigdon gave a sniff, looking between them and 
considering when they both nodded. 


“Boat’s not made port yet. Just need some gold for supplies.” Fjord added to sweeten the 
deal. “Ship’s called the Southern Squall, anchored out on the harbor.” 


Brigdon held up a hand, stepping over towards a deep tanned dwarf a few yards away. Beau 
leaned toward Fjord as the halfling spoke quietly to the Dwarf. “You get the feeling he’s got 
something shady going on?” 


“Paranoid rich merchant? It’s basically guaranteed.” 


Beau snorted, hiding a smile in a smirk as she straightened. At least the warlock was on the 
same page. It wasn’t their job or mission to be sniffing out or trying to fix any issues here, but 
it was so painfully obvious. She might not know what Bridgon was into, but he was doing 
something that he wouldn’t want authorities to know about. 


Brigdon came back over as the Dwarf left the warehouse, three armored and armed guards at 
his heels. Not exactly unexpected, a little worrying since it was just the two of them, but 
neither Beau nor Fjord showed any outward reaction to Brigdon’s entourage. The halfling 
jerking his thumb to a back room in the building. “Why don’t we discuss specifics more 
privately. Your story checks out, we can make a deal.” 
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“What about that one? He’s definitely magical.” 


Caleb didn’t glance up from his book, simply shook his head minutely and answered Jester’s 
question with a simple “no”. They had started this game some five minutes or so after Fjord 
and Beau had entered the warehouse. Originally, Jester and Veth had just been making 
comments about the people passing by. He had to admit, it was somewhat amusing. The 
stories they came up with... Jester had a unique imagination. 


When the two had begun arguing whether a specific individual had magic, Caleb had opted to 
solve their dispute by casting a detect magic spell. He had only wanted them to not argue, to 
not draw attention. That, however, had transitioned into a game of them guessing and him 
confirming or denying. It was, oddly enough, sort of relaxing. Or at least it took his mind off 
of the rush of busy people at this part of town. 


Both were having fun, Jester was enthusiastically sweet every time he agreed with her 
assessment, and neither got angry when they were wrong. Nor did they get upset when he 
turned his attention to his spell books. He still replied, so perhaps they cared little what he did 
so long as he paid attention to them. Caleb switched it up a few times, answering yes or no, 
sometimes hiding a half smile at a particularly exuberant cheer or lamentation from Jester. 


They’d found a few crates and barrels to sit on as they watched and commented on those 
passing by. Veth had made herself comfortable on top a barrel of picked vegetables, Caleb on 
a crate of some kind of dried fish, while Jester had sat on the ground in front of the barrel 
Veth had claimed. 


Caleb’s spell had faded about half an hour ago, though he hadn’t made mention to Jester or 
Veth. He didn’t want to recast the spell, unsure if he’d need his magics later for something 
important, but he didn’t want to cut their game short. He’d also near completely stopped 
paying attention to the game about ten minutes ago. He paid enough attention to register a 
question, answering it without thought. He found more interest and use in reviewing his 
spells. 


Until it came to Jester’s latest question. 


“What about Molly, would you do Molly?” 


Caleb’s head jerked up from his book at that question, panicked instinct causing him to look 
for the subject of said question. Thankfully, the blood hunter was in conversation with a 
silver Tabaxi near the warehouse doors. 


A good thing too because, running back through the questions he’d been answering with no 
regard to what Jester was even saying, Caleb could feel his cheeks heating in embarrassment. 
She had, in fact, switched up her questions from ‘do they have magic’ to ‘would you do 
them’. Fuck, he was lucky Fjord and Molly had not heard him answering that. 


“T would not- that is- he- I don’t...” Caleb stammered, stumbling over a reply. He wasn’t sure 
whether it was a denial or excuse or agreement. 


“Told you that would get his attention.” Jester laughed, throwing her arms around Caleb in a 
hug and sticking her tongue out at Veth. Caleb tensed slightly, but tried his best to remain 
relaxed, to not let his fear get the better of him She didn't sound angry, though Veth's 
expression seemed to edge towards that emotion. 


“T still don’t think you should have been asking that at all, Jester.”” Veth complained. She was 
giving them a thin-lipped glare, though given her words Caleb was hopefully that her ire was 
not directed at him. 


It wasn’t easy not to panic, Caleb had no idea how many people he’d given a ‘yes’ to, nor 
what that meant for him at the end of the day. Veth didn’t approve, so hopefully that was a 
good thing. None of the Alpha’s had heard, and that was definitely a good thing. Jester 
thought it was funny, however, and Caleb was a little surprised at how sharply that hurt. 


“T was just teasing, Veth, sheesh. You’re not scared, are you Caleb?” Jester said defensively, 
tone turning much sweeter as she addressed Caleb. “I was just joking, you don’t have to be 
worried, okay? Even though I totally know that Molly likes you and you like Molly at least a 
little bit because I totally saw that kiss before we left home, you know, and it’s totally- ow! 
Hey!” 


Jester yelped when Veth pinched her, pulling away from Caleb to rub her arm and frown at 
the halfling. “What was that for?” 


Caleb’s stomach was twisting with anxiety as the two of them had a silent conversation, the 
two Beta’s just glaring at each other for a long few minutes. Jester wasn’t wrong, he had 
kissed Molly. He hadn’t even disliked it. But that didn’t make it safe or okay for him to say 
that, or even think that... or even feel it really. It was dangerous. Molly was Alpha, was 
Fjord’s mate, so even if Caleb found him attractive (and he wasn’t about to admit even to 
himself that he was drawn to either Alpha), there was no way he could be part of that. 


One Omega and two Alphas? He’d never survive that tug of war. Except... they’d both 
marked him, and so far that hadn’t brought any pain. But there were still too many variables, 
too many problems for him to even want Jester to joke about the idea. 


Caleb winced as Jester stood up with a “hmp’, the cleric dusting herself off and almost 
stomping over the join (aka force her way into) Molly and the tabaxi’s conversation. It didn’t 
sooth his anxiety any at all, nor did Veth’s reassurances when she scooted closer to him. He 


could only turn his attention back to his spellbooks, trying to focus while his entire being 
tried to hear what Jester might tell one of his bonded Alpha’s. 


He really should have been following Beau and Fjord’s orders and not be speaking at all. 
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“So let me get this straight.” Fjord sighed, near two hours after entering the warehouse to talk 
to Brigdon. Most of that time had been spent convincing the merchant that they weren’t 
affiliated with any authorities (that cared) or rivals. The dwarf he’d sent to check about their 
ship had eventually returned to confirm they’d told the truth. “Your ‘business partner’ has 
what amounts to a fortress up the cove, had a coup, and now you need the new guy taken 
out?” 


Brigdon snorted. “Essentially, yes.” 


Fjord wanted to groan, to bury his face in his hands and just growl in frustration. The bastard 
was talking like it would be a walk in the park, not a full-frontal assault against a fortified 
enemy. And he knew full well that ‘business partner’ out here in this context meant the 
Revelry. 


It’s what they needed, so he could hardly complain, but it wasn’t without risk. 


Brigdon unfurled a map across his desk, putting weights down to hold the edges. It was a 
detailed drawing of the cove he wanted them to reclaim, Brigdon pointing from place to place 
as he explained. 


“The guy in charge calls himself an Archduke. Might be what he says his name is, I don’t 
know. Some idiot Alpha trying to make his dick look bigger. Just get him out, preferably 
dead. You have a ship, so keep any of the bastard’s people from escaping. You take a couple 
captive, bring em back to me, I'll make sure word gets out not to cross me. The rest of them 
will be a message. They’ll have two, maybe three ships docked. That’s all the cove will hold, 
none of them will be larger than you’re average inland cargo boats.” 


Fjord leaned forward to look over the map, letting Beau be the one to keep watch on Brigdon 
and around the rest of the room. The guards had left a while ago, but the monk wasn’t 
relaxing or dropping her guard. Fjord wasn’t either, but he still appreciated her attentiveness. 
“I’m sure we can make sure none of them get past the reef. There a way into the main keep? 
Looks like you had it built to last.” 


“Of course. This gate here. But it opens from the inside, I’m not going to build something 
and put a weak point in there on purpose.” Brigdon huffed with no small amount of disgust. 
“T pay you to figure out a way in.” 


Fjord glanced over at Beau, who lifted an eyebrow and shrugged. He swallowed a sigh, but 
he supposed she had a point. They’d be in the same boat no matter what. Either trying to 
break into this fortress or trying to take a Revelry ship out on the ocean. Both presented a 
danger, but this one at least didn’t include the possibility of their boat going down on the 
ocean and them drowning. Veth would appreciate that at least. 


“You got a copy of this map we can use to get there and make plans on how to get in?” Fjord 
requested. 


“Sure.” Brigdon agreed, sitting down and leaning back in his chair. “Take this one. And make 
notes on how you get in so I can fix the weak points.” 


Fjord nodded, though he had little intention of doing that. Or bringing back a prisoner to be 
honest. Letting any of the Revelry members escape was something they probably couldn’t do, 
not if they needed to delve deeper into their ranks in order to find information. He’d go over 
the layout of the place with the others later, come up with a plan of attack. 


He rolled up the map, wrapping its leather cord around it again to keep it coiled, then handed 
it to Beau. A subtle way of establishing chain of command, but they’d both been equal 
through out this debrief and now it was coming to a negotiation for coin they needed a lead. 
“Four thousand gold and you can consider it done.” 


“Four thousand?! I could hire an army for that, you’ve got six people.” Brigdon barked in 
complaint. “You'll take a thousand or piss off.” 


Fjord took it in stride, though the sharp command irritated his own Alpha instinct. Especially 
as it came from a Beta who was literally three feet shorter than him and had been consistently 
rude this entire time. “There’s eight in our group, actually, but we also have an entire crew 
putting their necks out to deal with any rats that jump ship. One thousand won’t buy you that 
guarantee. Three thousand, if you want to make sure your enemies don’t come back another 
day.” 


“Two thousand and you bring me an example to be made.” 


“Three thousand and we’ll bring you the Archduke himself.” Fjord countered, a thought 
occurring. He got a sharp look from Beau for that, but honestly... it made the most sense. 


He didn’t want to deal with a prisoner, but they needed someone to question. If they wanted 
info, this Archduke would be the most likely to have it. And if they got additional gold out of 
it, all the better. Besides, even if they didn’t bring him back, Fjord had every intention of 
getting half up front. Fifteen hundred gold would be more than enough to pay for what they 
needed to get back home after they’d found out what the Revelry was up to. 


Brigdon hesitated, the silence stretching the tension until he finally rapped a knuckle on the 
table. “Done.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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Path to Pirate's Cove 
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Caduceus considered himself to be fairly insightful, but he had to admit that he never would 
have thought Yasha would be such a helpful partner in purchasing supplies. She didn’t flit 
around energetically like Jester, didn’t interject with odd requests like Molly or Veth would, 
and didn’t scare the people he was negotiating with like Beau or Fjord did. She did cut an 
intimidating figure, something that would be helpful if faced with a stubborn vendor. 


Thankfully most of those he spoke to on this side of town were very willing to work within 
Caduceus’s budget. He even managed to convince two of them to extend him a line of credit. 
That might have been due to the silent brooding from the large Aasimar woman, but 
Caduceus wasn’t going to complain. 


In fact, Yasha had been silently brooding for a while now, something obviously on her mind. 
It wasn’t too hard to guess what, though at this point in life there were a few options He let 
her alone for the moment, opting to finish shopping first. 


Like most of the Pack, Yasha put the comfort and needs of the others above her own. Given 
the opportunity, most of them would grasp at any excuse not to talk about what bothered 
them and shopping for supplies would fit that. Caduceus had been working on that issue with 
all of them since joining the Nein, the concept of sharing their burdens. They were all so 
willing to help one another, but less willing to hand over their own troubles to be helped. 
Progress had been made, but slowly and even now they sometimes fell back into old habits. 


Caduceus waited until all their supply orders were done and they were making their way 
unhurriedly toward the docks before he spoke. “You look as if something is troubling you.” 


The direct approach often worked best with Yasha and, sure enough, after a few paces more 
she replied. “I do not like this. Having to work with Zeenoth. It is not good for Beauregard. 
Or Caleb. I did not like Luten, but I wish Lucien had not killed him.” 


“He was a lesser evil, that much is true. No one is comfortable being in Zeenoth’s debt.” 
Caduceus said with a slow nod. “Least of all Beau.” 


“Caleb equally so. He knows Zeenoth and I do not think that bodes well for any of us.” 


She was probably right, but Caduceus couldn’t see a way out of it. Lucien had put them in a 
bit of a bind with how he’d handled things in Nicodranas. While Caduceus wasn’t exactly 
upset with that particular Archmage’s untimely demise, hearing the man absolutely refuse to 
refer to Caleb by anything but a derogatory name had tested his own temper, the Firbolg still 
disapproved of the killing. 


“Whatever Zeenoth wants from us when we go back, we should not leave Caleb alone with 
him.” 


Caduceus couldn’t help but let out a chuckle, shaking his head. “I don’t think either of us 
have to worry about that.” 


There was a ghost of a smile on Yasha’s face when she looked over at him, indication enough 
that she knew as well. A dry brand of humor, but it did work to lighten the mood. They had 
each other’s backs, even with as new as Caleb was to their peculiar family, they would 
protect him. They might not know his willingness to return the favor, but Caduceus was 
confident enough that would come in time. Even under the fear, he’d caught glimpses of a 
type of fondness for a few of the pack. 


The rest of the walk to the pier was silent, the two of them finding neither the rest of the Nein 
nor their ship in the harbor. With little else to do, they scoped out a dock on the port that 
seemed like the current ship would be setting sail soon, then staked out a little corner to wait. 


After a while, one of the vendors they’d bought supplies from came by with a crate, dropping 
it off near them and promising the rest was on its way before leaving. After roughly an hour 
more of waiting, the rest of the Nein came into sight. 


The first thing Caduceus noted with their arrival was Caleb. The mage was a nervous wreck, 
even as he tried to pretend that he wasn’t. Judging by the low, quickly cut off growl from 
Yasha, she noticed as well. Something had happened, between the group if Caduceus judged 
correctly. The only one of them Caleb wasn’t looking at with some level of fear was Veth. 


Beau spotted Yasha and Caduceus first, the monk throwing an elbow into Fjord’s side before 
pointing them out. They all made a bee line for Yasha and Caduceus, the mage center of the 
group as they walked. 


“Jester messaged Orly, he should have the ship in here in just a couple hours. How’d the 
supply run go?” Fjord asked as soon as he reached them. 


“We have plenty to get us back to Nicodranas and anything further we can make it stretch.” 
Caduceus replied easily, watching curiously as the rest of the group kept the same guarded 
circle around Caleb. They were all on edge, subconsciously reacting to Caleb’s fear or 
something else...? 


Yasha nodded to where two halflings were dropping off a couple of crates. “They have 
started delivering it already.” 


“Good.” Fjord sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. ““We’ll be leaving again soon as it’s 
loaded. The ship will, anyway. They’ll need to meet up with us around the other side of the 
island. We got a job, should get us what we need, and some extra coin as well.” 


“T was hoping as much.” Caduceus chuckled. “We’ll need it to pay for the rest of this.” 


Fjord rolled his eyes a little, handing over the bag of coin so Caduceus could mete out 
whatever remained to be paid for. 


The Nein mostly loafed around the docks while they waited, Veth leading an anxious Caleb 
over to Yasha and Caduceus and kind of just... leaving him between them. 


Fjord left to go find the dockmaster. Beau filled Yasha, and by extent Caduceus, in on what 
the job was before she wandered away a bit and watched unobtrusively as the crew of various 
ships went about their business. Molly spent about ten minutes looking with a confused 
frustration between Jester and Caleb before he finally broke and tugged the cleric aside. The 
two soon turned a mildly unhappy conversation into a heated debate, the words exchanged 
growing angrier until it was a full blown argument. Veth’s addition didn’t help, and it wasn’t 
until Yasha went over to inform them of the very pale shade to Caleb’s skin that they stopped. 


“How are you doing? With the whole Brokenbank thing?” Caduceus took the opportunity to 
talk to Caleb while Yasha was diffusing the disagreement, trying to get a feel for the wizard’s 
mindset without being too overt. He didn’t quite succeed given the way Caleb looked over at 
him warily, looking him up and down before replying. 


“Tam... well.” Caleb answered, words coming out with slow care. 


A blatant lie that Caduceus had no trouble spotting. Caleb was afraid, obvious even with the 
perfume covering the proof in his scent. The Omega had turned his attention back to the now 
ended argument, watching that group with near palpable anxiety. 


“Whatever that was about, they won’t do anything to you.”” Caduceus promised evenly. He 
couldn’t promise that it wasn’t about the wizard, but he knew none of them would blame 
Caleb for anything at this point. 


Caleb drew in a quick breath, mouth opening as if to speak before his jaw clenched. The man 
looked away with lips pressed together and Caduceus was very curious what retort had been 
on Caleb’s lips. 


In fact... as they stood there, Caduceus got the firm impression that Caleb was giving him the 
silent treatment and very purposefully ignoring him. It was heartening to see that Caleb had 
enough spirit to express, even in such a passive way, his own displeasure. Not that Caduceus 
really understood the reasoning why Caleb was upset with him, but he did understand that 
he’d annoyed the mage in some way. 


Caleb remained stubbornly silent even when Yasha wandered back over, Jester pouting in the 
barbarian’s wake. 


Once the Southern Squall was docked, it took very little time for the supplies to be loaded. 
Those crew that chose to leave disembarked while the rest got to work putting away the 
crates being brought aboard. Fjord and Beau headed up the walkway to fill Orly in on the 
plan while Yasha roped Jester into helping with the loading to distract the cleric. 
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Caleb wasn’t used to being angry. Fear generally overrode that emotion quickly, but right 
now he was angry. His head ached, his stomach was in constant knots, and he was so very 
tired of empty promises. Caduceus had no idea what Molly and Jester argued about, but 
Caleb knew well enough. Jester had finally gotten around to telling the Alpha’s about her 
little trick, about what he’d said. Molly had very obviously been angry. As such, Caleb knew 


that Caduceus could not promise that he would not face the consequences of that anger 
eventually. Had almost snapped those words back at the cleric. 


The only reason he didn’t was because... because Caduceus truly believed it. He could not 
promise that, had no business even trying, but Caleb could see no cruelty or mockery in the 
Firbolg’s words. It left him with a feeling of frustration, which then turned back to fear again 
as the Nein once more put him in the center of their group as they made their way out of 
town. 


That then turned to guilt over the next couple hours as Caleb realized they had not messaged 
Zeenoth with a report today. Which led him to worry that Astrid would pay the price for that, 
which led to frustration because he could do absolutely nothing about it. 


By the time Fjord called the group to a halt, the sun was nearly down and Caleb was beyond 
exhausted. They’d pushed far during the last few hours, the stronghold probably another six 
or so hours away. Orly would make it around to the cove before them, but he had his own 
instructions to wait for Jester’s message. 


Caleb didn’t ask permission before turning and walking away towards the slight sound of 
water. It was only about sixty feet away and amounted to little more than a small brook that 
ran for a few yards before vanishing underground. He wanted this scent off him, wanted his 
head to stop pounding. He’d been short with any of the Nein who tried speaking to him along 
the way, downright rude if he let himself consider it. 


Caleb used the cloth turned scarf to wash, dipping it in the water and scrubbing his skin to get 
the strong scented perfume off. It wasn’t too difficult, helped along by the simple fact that the 
hours trek had sweated a great deal of it off already. Still the simple act of washing helped, 
somehow seemed to ease the pounding of his head. Or maybe it was the peace and quiet, 
without the need to worry about his actions. Or regret them, as he’d been doing the past few 
hours. 


Either way, it was a break he needed. Caleb counted seventeen minutes before the expected 
interruption came. 


“Caleb? Are you alright?” Fjord’s voice came from behind, low enough not to startle the 
Omega. 


Caleb tensed. He’d been waiting for this moment since leaving town, every moment and step 
along the path really. He’d been stubborn and disobedient, disrespectful to most every one of 
the pack since leaving the limits of the settlement. 


“Stupid question, I know... We’re all a little short tempered, so I get it. And maybe it was the 
perfume for us too, more than once | got a headache from it on the ship, and it... honestly it 
helps just being able to scent you now.” Fjord spoke awkwardly, though Caleb didn’t dare 
look up at him. “I’ve never felt so cut off from any of the pack before...” 


Fjord fell silent for a moment, the crunch of twigs and leaves betraying his movement closer. 
Would it make it better or worse now that Fjord could scent him? Could pick up on the terror 
that Caleb knew he must be broadcasting too clearly. Because that was all he felt right now. 


“May I touch you?” Fjord asked in a strained tone, taking another small step forward. 


Caleb closed his eyes, cringing in on himself. The Alpha was so close now, well within arm’s 
reach. Why did he ask? Fjord had every right and Caleb had none to refuse, despite how 
much he very much did not want to find out just how hard Fjord would hit. “Please. P-please, 
I know my place. Please.” 


Caleb hardly dared breath as the Alpha approached, remained stone still for lack of any 
knowledge of how to make the coming pain any less. Fjord’s touch when it came wasn’t a 
backhand, wasn’t fingers digging painfully into his hair and pulling. Instead, it was the soft 
touch of a warm palm cupping his cheek, tilting his face to meet the warlock’s gold eyes as 
he knelt to be on the same level as Caleb. It didn’t make breathing past the panic any easier. 
“Please... Please don’t, please, I’m sorry.” 


“Shhh, hey, it’s okay. You’re okay. Everyone thinks you did very well. I think you did well. 
Back in Brokenbank, out here. All of it. No one is angry with you Caleb.” Fjord assured in a 
gentle tone. “I'll say this as often as I need. I won’t hurt you. None of us will.” 


Caleb wasn’t sure what to say to that, though he very much wanted to believe it. Fjord had 
been very kind, from the very beginning he had been lenient and forgiving. Even when he 
had not wanted Caleb, still at times went back and forth on the issue, he had never let that 
show in his touch. Fjord was gentle, even sweet sometimes. 


Foolish as it was, Caleb took some comfort in the Alpha, even if he still feared Fjord. He 
desired the soft touch, the easy affection, even as much as it scared him to receive it. He 
dropped his gaze from Fjord’s, unable to keep meeting that soft look. Even now Fjord was 
patient, letting Caleb’s breath and heartrate slow from its frantic pace before speaking again. 


“We should head back to the others.” Fjord said gently, encouraging Caleb to stand. “I’m sure 
Jester and Veth have come up with some... interesting plan to get into the fortress. ’d 
appreciate any support on keeping them from getting carried away. But in all seriousness, if 
you have any thoughts, you’re part of this to, so please speak up. Everyone will be staying 
close together tonight, we can’t chance a fire, and it gets cold at night. We’ll all be pressed 
close, but no one is angry at you and no one will hurt you. You’re safe, alright?” 


Caleb nodded, hesitating for a moment before offering. “I, ah, have... a- a spell. It would 
offer protection, ah, and some cover...” 


Caleb couldn’t help but cringe the moment the words left him. But he had to offer, it was the 
only way he could come up with right now to make up for his poor attitude and actions today. 
Fjord hadn’t done anything to deserve it, nor any of the others. Except maybe Jester who 
might have been trying to get him in trouble earlier, though Caleb wasn’t so sure that was the 
case anymore. 


“That’s perfect.” Fjord purred, smiling encouragingly. 


It was that, more than anything, that really reassured Caleb. Easy acceptance of his own 
abilities, of the idea that Caleb’s offer of protection was even valid at all. He’d had Alpha’s 
laugh at the same before. 


Yasha and Beau were nowhere to be seen as he and Fjord returned to the campsite, probably 
scouting the area was Caleb’s guess. Caduceus was watching Jester and Veth with some 
amusement, the two of them in the middle of laying out a plan of attack, the gist of which 
Caleb caught as being someone sneaking in and letting the rest of them in through the back 
door. Even Molly was getting into the discussion, excitedly adding points and ideas. 


It was not an entire impossible plan, Caleb thought to himself as he worked on summoning 
the tiny hut. If the stronghold was built as defensive as they’d been told, an attack from 
within would be their best chance at succeeding. Subterfuge rather than stealth would likely 
be a better option. Molly would probably be able to entertain the leader long enough Caleb 
could find a way to let the others in. He did not think Fjord would be quite as effective, the 
warlock lacking the exuberant showmanship that the Tiefling naturally possessed. 


Beau and Yasha were ill suited for such. Yasha was not near outgoing enough and he was far 
too terrified of Beauregard to wish to even think of working so closely alone with her. Jester, 
Veth, and Caduceus were Beta and would not serve the same striking image needed. 


Caleb turned the problem over and over in his mind as he worked, hardly noticing as the 
discussion transitioned to the Nein choosing those who would be on watch. Beau and Yasha 
had returned without his notice, the two of them flanking Caduceus inside the new dome. 
Soon the conversation tapered into silence, each of them making themselves comfortable in 
the enclosed and soft glowing protection of the dome. 


Fjord and Molly had left an open space between them, the two of them already sleeping by 
the time Caleb finally dug his way up from his own thoughts on how the pack might 
complete the accepted contract. He lay himself between them gingerly, heart racing a mile a 
minute. He knew they wouldn’t do anything, hadn’t back at their home so would not here 
when they were out in the elements. Even with the dome around them. The others were 
tucked close by, their combined body heat keeping the dome warm even without Caleb 
needing to think of the temperature. Caleb knew he had nothing to fear, as...surprising as that 
realization truly was, the two Alpha’s had yet to even hit him. If only it were so easy for the 
rest of him to fully believe that. 


Caleb’s hands shook as Molly rolled closer, the Tiefling basically face to face with him now, 
tail flicking over to curl around one of his legs. He could feel the Alpha’s breath, deep purple 
locks just tickling his cheek. Behind him, Fjord wrapped an arm around his side, curling into 
his back with a sleepy mutter. The Alpha pressed his face in between Caleb’s shoulder 
blades, breathing in a few deep breaths before relaxing further. It was an effort for Caleb not 
to tense being so fully surrounded by Alpha, to stay loose and pliant. 


Slowly, as minutes passed and nothing else happened, the knot of uneasy fear loosened in 
Caleb’s stomach. He was warm and as comfortable as he could be laying on the ground. The 
part of him that was full of mistrust and fear of these Alphas was quiet for once. Sleep was 
slow coming all the same, Yasha passing the watch to Jester before consciousness finally 
faded into rest. 


Chapter End Notes 


Caleb learning that maybe, just maybe, he can believe they is safe people 


Infiltration 


Chapter Notes 


And here we approach the part of storytelling which I don't consider myself to excel at: 
Action and Adventure with actual detail in between! But, let's give it a go and hope it 
doesn't turn into nonsense. 


Morning came with a sudden influx of cold air as the done dropped from around them. 
Beauregard was the one to groan unhappily, attempting to burrow herself further into Yasha’s 
arms. The noise was enough to wake the rest who were still sleeping, most of them quick to 
get up and get moving before the cold could stiffen their muscles. 


With no fire, or real tracks to have to cover, the Nein were ready to continue traveling fairly 
quickly. Before they could set off, however, Beauregard stepped over to Caleb and speaking 
in an uncharacteristically soft tone. “Hey, we should message Zeenoth. Probably should have 
yesterday, but... Anyway, now we’ ve got actual news, he might back off a little.” 


“Ah, y-yes...Beau...” Caleb replied nervously. Despite having spoken her name before with 
no consequences, and the name of many of the others in her presence, he still couldn’t keep 
from bracing himself for a blow. None came, but the anxiety remained, magnified by the 
knowledge that everyone’s attention was on the two of them. 


Obediently, Caleb took out the components required, waiting patiently for Beau’s report. 


Beauregard frowned for a moment, rolling her neck and looking up at the grey clouded sky. 
Short and simple would probably work best for this, less to have to talk to Zeenoth about. 
And it wasn’t like she could do a full rundown like if she were in person. Not if she wanted 
Caleb to have any magic left for later. 


“Made it to Brokenbank, took a job from Brigdon to deal with some pirates. Plan to capture 
the leader and see what information he has.” Beau said slowly, counting out each word as she 
did. It was awkward and broken, but hopefully Caleb would piece it together so she didn’t 
sound like an illiterate idiot. 


As usual, Caleb repeated her word for word, minus the awkward pauses to count. She 
considered it as a very good thing that he didn’t get on his knees this time, like he had every 
other time they’d messaged Zeenoth. Maybe Fjord’s talk with him had worked. 


“Report when you know more.” 


Beau lifted an eyebrow at the unusual short response. “‘That’s it?” 


Caleb half nodded before freezing, shoulders hitching as he asked. “D-do you, ah, w-wish me 
to- to ask-“ 


“No!” Beau interrupted quickly, not wanting to be responsible for whatever the hell that 
would do to Astrid. She very quickly toned it down from the sharp barked word, guilty at 
Caleb’s flinch. “No, don’t send that. I just didn’t think he’d drop it so quick.” 


“Ts it possible that something’s up?” Fjord asked, brow furrowing. 


“T don’t know.” Beau shrugged. “I’ve never had to do long distance reporting like this before. 
Usually he’s a stickler for all the details, he’d want to know every step, every evaluation of 
who I talked with. Easy to do in a written report, but magic...” 


“T’ve seen your journals Beau, I don’t think Caleb would have enough spells for that.” Jester 
teased. 


Beau glanced over at her, trying for at least a semblance of a smile, though her heart wasn’t 
in it. She was too focused on what the short answer meant. “He could just be busy? Zeenoth 
did basically say he had business there in Nicodranas. Did he sound annoyed or anything?” 


Beau directed the question to Caleb, the mage shaking his head silently in answer. 


“He can take his annoyance and choke on it for all I care...” Molly growled lowly, frowning 
as he cocked his head watching Beau. “Since when have you given a shit how annoyed he 
gets?” 


Beau held Molly’s gaze, very aware of Caleb staring far too hard at his hands. She was still 
adamant about not telling the others what she knew about Caleb’s friends, because he was 
still so obviously uncomfortable about it. So, she lied. Well... bent the truth. “Since about 
two weeks ago. You know he’s got a way about leveraging weak points.” 


Molly’s tail lashed, red eyes narrowing. “You would know, wouldn’t you.” 


Beau shrugged, letting the dig pass as the group started walking towards their destination. 
Yeah, it stung, but she had kinda insulted the guy he was completely obsessed and head over 
heels for, despite the fact that it was true. Even Fjord was giving her a disapproving look, but 
at least it took the focus off of the why. 


The Nien spent about twenty minutes walking in dead silence as a result, Beau and Molly 
walking on opposites sides of the group. Both of them were receiving, and ignoring, multiple 
concerned looks. Even Jester was subdued in the awkward tension between the two Alphas. 
Molly eventually heaved a sigh, drifting over toward the monk and muttering a low “sorry” 
as apology. 


Beau stepped closer to bump her shoulder to his, staying to walk in step beside him. “Shut 
up, you were right anyway.” 


“Still an asshole thing to say.” Molly snorted. 


Beau shrugged, not really wanting to talk about it. Enough that the tension had been broken, 
a sense of relief flowing through all of them. Even Caleb. Rather than hashing out the 
obvious, Beauregard drew in a breath and changed the subject. “So, what’s the plan here? For 
both the job and interrogating some pirates?” 


As expected, Jester took advantage of the opening to launch into an explanation of the plan 
she and Veth had been working on the previous evening. 


The Nein debated among themselves about strategies as they walked, Caleb listening to each 
one and considering the pros and cons. He walked central in the group once more, though 
with much less anxiety in his heart. Most ideas had been put forth the previous day, just 
expounded upon now. Even Jester and Veth’s highly improbable, and not at all well received 
by the pack, idea of simply flying in and killing all the pirates was gone over. Even with that 
as the low bar, it took him a few hours, the pack nearly upon their destination before he 
gathered the courage to speak. 


“T... have an idea...” Caleb said hesitantly. He paused, glancing between the four Alphas 
nervously. None of them hit him for speaking, or even looked upset that he’d done so. Even 
so, his pulse still raced as Caleb made himself continue. “I could teleport myself and another 
in. It... is an easy spell, ah, dimension door. We... we could get the Archduke alone, then I 
could unlock the gate. If- if the plan is still to capture him. I... I have a spell that will open 
any door. Even one magically sealed.” 


Caleb lost most of his confidence halfway through, eyes dropping and shoulders hitching 
expectantly, but he finished speaking his piece all the same. There were a few flaws in the 
plan, namely that he could not be certain of distances based on the one look at the map he’d 
seen. It may well not fit into the limitations of the spell. And it would be dangerous for 
whomever agreed to go with him, would mean them alone with only Caleb as backup. 
Already he doubted any of them would agree to that. 


“There’s a lot of ways that could go wrong.” Beau said gruffly, though her tone was gentler 
than any other time she’d picked apart discrepancies in the others plans. 


“Y-yes, I... Sorry-“‘ Caleb began, looking away and ready to drop it entirely. Except Jester 
leaned in and elbowed him lightly. 


“This is the part where you say the ways it can go right.” Jester stage whispered. 


Caleb did a quick sweep of the rest of the pack, getting agreeing nods from everyone (except 
Yasha who wasn’t paying attention, and Beau who just watched him expectantly). Right. 
Arguing with an Expositor, that was dangerous. But apparently expected. 


With a feeling much akin to that of digging his own grave, Caleb grasped the first argument 
that came to mind. “It is a risk, ja. But no more than any- any o-others put forward.” 


He paused to draw a shaky breath, but none of the others made move or indication he’d upset 
them. Relief eased a part of the fearful anxiety, Caleb even returning Jester’s encouraging 
smile with a brittle one of his own. This was okay, this was allowed. It wasn’t a trap. 


“Tf the map given is accurate, a frontal attack would not work. Coming at the fortress in any 
combative way would be very dangerous. Equally, with a group this large, attempting to 
infiltrate by stealth would be easily discovered. Two would be less easily seen.” 


“Why get the Archduke alone then?” Veth asked. “Why not teleport in, then open the gate for 
us.” 


“We would still be aggressors, a threat.” Caleb replied. “I would sug- ah, p-perhaps, approach 
as a business partner, with a gift. Brigdon had some dealings with the one previously in 
power. Perhaps approach this Archduke in the same fashion, gain his trust or at the very least 
his interest.” 


“You’re saying to sweet talk this guy, someone get all buddy buddy, get him to call off his 
men. Then we can snatch him up.” Jester guessed. 


“Essentially.” Caleb agreed. “With luck, it may create a power vacuum and they may fight 
among themselves.” 


“They’ Il try to kill us, but it makes it a little easier if they’re worried about their own too.” 
Fjord considered. “Not that I’m a fan of sending two people in alone.” 


“It would take some time to talk him up, everyone else could sabotage any ships they’ ve got? 
Make it so they try and sail out, they’ Il be easy pickings for Orly?” Beau suggested. 


“T have been work shopping a new explosive.” Veth said, a grin curling across her face. “And 
pirates usually have plenty of black powder, I could rig a few of their ships.” 


my 


The Nein came to the decision of Mollymauk being the one to accompany Caleb even 
without the mage needing to say anything. He wasn’t sure any of them had really grasped his 
plan of offering a gift, except perhaps Caduceus and Yasha. Both of them had given 
disapproving looks, but neither had disagreed. When Veth asked about it, Molly just said he 
would ‘deal with it when they got there’. 


Thankfully, Jester knew the same spell that Caleb planned to use to get inside the fortress. 
She took it upon herself to explain to Molly just how close he and Caleb would need to be. 
Caleb paid more attention to Fjord explaining to the rest of them where best to place 
explosives to do the most discrete, and detrimental, damage to any ships they were trying to 
disable. 


Veth’s information on how to create those explosives was equally as interesting. 
Unfortunately, Caleb only heard about half of the instructions before he and Molly broke 
away from the rest of the group to head around the side of the cove to get closer to the wall 
along the cliffs. 


They got as close as they could before Caleb felt comfortable rolling the dice on casting his 
spell to get them to the other side of the wall. He hadn’t told Molly about the risks of using 
this spell to travel to somewhere he could not see and had never been before. It was really 


just a guess as to distance in a certain direction and a hope they would come out somewhere 
unoccupied. 


With a twist of arcane energy and the feeling of a cold vacuum around them, Caleb brough 
himself and Molly to the other side of the stone fortress wall, landing solidly on a stone 
roadway. They weren’t completely alone, Caleb spotting a handful of men some hundred feet 
or sO away. 


Molly reacted quickly, dragging him back around to a narrow alley between two small 
buildings. The two of them waited in tense silence, but there were no shouts or sounds of 
pursuit. It was only the very beginnings of the plan and here were already setbacks. 


“Come on, up around this way.” Molly whispered, waving Caleb to follow further down. The 
alley ended in a brick wall, the one Caleb had just transported them past. Molly had his own 
plan, the Tiefling putting his back to the wall and cupping his hands in front of him. “Up and 
over, we can go around them.” 


Caleb could hear voices approaching from the way they’d come, so he had little enough 
choice. Athletics were not his strong suite, but with Molly’s help he managed to make it up 
onto the buildings tiled roof without making too much noise. He was equally useless in 
helping the bloodhunter up after him, but Molly pulled himself up quickly enough. 


The two of them made their way over to short rooftops towards the central building, dropping 
onto the streets some five buildings later. The fortress wasn’t large, was made up primarily of 
warehouses and housing buildings. Further away from the wall and the docks there were 
fewer people, enough so that Molly and Caleb were able to peer out towards the main keep 
where their target was said to be. 


“Now just to find a nice peace offering gift...” Molly said, speaking mostly to himself. “And 
someone important looking enough to get us to the guy in charge.” 


Caleb chose to answer anyway, because... he realized Molly would not come to the obvious 
conclusion on his own. None of them had thought about it before or brought it up during the 
whole planning part of things, so he knew Molly would not think of it now. It was sweet, a 
little warming, even if it was impractical. 


“You have a gift already.” Caleb said evenly, almost huffing a laugh at the completely 
perplexed expression on the Alpha’s face. He knew much better than to laugh at an Alpha, 
however, a though which stamped out the impulse completely. “I was essentially a gift to all 
of you.” 


“What?” Molly asked, tone going high in alarm. 


“The collar Jester made will cover the bond marks, I do not carry your scent in a way that... 
that would be suspicious. A-and the scent of the others is not strong, ah, r-right now...” Caleb 
explained, drawing said mentioned collar from his coat pocket. He knew Molly would not 
truly give him away, was trying his best to take comfort in that belief. 


“You want him to think you are one and the like, ja?” Caleb asked as he fitted the collar 
around his throat. He continued when he received a stunned nod from Mollymauk. “If you 
pretend some annoyance and hit me, he may well find amusement in it enough that you 
should find yourself in his good graces.” 


An easy plan, though one not fun nor easy for Caleb. He was willing enough so long as they 
did not truly give him to the Archduke. For any length of time. They would not leave him 
permanently, but he did worry about being left alone temporarily. Molly’s reaction, however, 
drove such worries from his mind and made Caleb very much regret having suggested this 
newest idea. 


“Fuck no!” Molly near choked on the vehemence in the denial. “No, never, hell no, no, again 
no, and have I said no yet?” 


By the fourth ‘no’ Caleb was shrinking back, and by the time Molly had ended his very very 
adamant denial, Caleb was looking down and just waiting for the chance to submit and offer 
proper apology. Every instinct screamed that he had overstepped this time, that he needed to 
appease the angry Alpha. He whined lowly in his throat when Molly fell silent, baring his 
neck and fighting the urge to get to his knees. 


“No-“ Molly began far more gently, stopping when Caleb flinched at the word. “Shit, I’m 
sorry, I’m not mad at you, I didn’t- I’m not going to hurt you, I’m sorry.” 


Molly shifted forward, gathering Caleb into his arms and purring a soothing note. Caleb 
waited stiffly, heartbeat racing in his chest, but Molly just continued speaking gently. “It’s 
just such a bad idea. I don’t think I could actually hit you. And even if it was guaranteed to 
work, that he’d love it and me, I don’t think I could keep from killing the bastard seeing him 
enjoy you in pain.” 


That... made a certain sense. It followed the very senselessly backwards nature of this pack 
at least. And Molly truly didn’t appear to be angry. His hands were gentle at least, the 
Tieflings arms holding him close while his claws ran gently through Caleb’s hair. It didn’t 
hurt, despite so many past examples that made Caleb’s entire being expect pain. 


“It was a foolish suggestion...I ... I should not have spoken.” Caleb offered nervously, fear 
spiking ice in his stomach when Molly pulled away. The Alpha placed his hands on Caleb’s 
shoulders, ducking his head a little to catch the Omega’s eye. 


“Always speak, anytime you have an idea or anything you want to say.” Molly advised, 
nuzzling his cheek gently before kissing it. He tugged Caleb close again, tail curling around 
the Omega as he showered him with affection and purrs. “You could talk about the sky and 
Id listen.” 


That sounded dangerously close to a declaration, one Caleb wouldn’t dream of. He’d rather 
not try and juggle a jealous Fjord, for one. He could handle belonging to them both, that was 
familiar and normal. There was no chance of either Alpha becoming upset if he were just an 
object, not a lover there to disrupt their connection. 


Secondly, he did not at all want the expectations that went along with such declared intent. 
Molly was attractive, there was no getting around that, and Fjord equally so. Their scent and 
the memory of the gentleness the few times they had kissed him were... pleasant when Caleb 
allowed himself to be honest about it. However, he did not trust them enough for the idea of 
sex not to be riddled with an anxious fear of how much they would make it hurt. 


Owners, Alpha’s, who decided they ‘loved’ him were notoriously difficult to please. 


“If you do not wish to, ah... follow that... plan, ah, how would you prefer we... get in the 
Archduke’s good graces?” Caleb asked, feeling quite victorious that his voice didn’t shake. 


Molly pulled away, a grimace crossing his features briefly before he tucked it away for a 
more contemplative expression. “Well, we need to figure out something soon. The others are 
counting on us to get the gate open. And we can’t hide out here forever.” 


Ah. So Molly did not have a plan then. Or even the beginnings of a plan. They had seen 
nothing which would spark interest in anyone for a business partnership. Which meant Molly 
might go with Caleb’s plan after all. The mage tried not to let it worry him, tried not to let 
doubt and fear distract him. Of course Molly wouldn’t hit him harder just because it wasn’t 
his own idea. Molly didn’t want to hurt him in the first place, he kept saying as much. The 
bloodhunter never disciplined him, or even hinted that he might. 


“T... I promise not to be afraid, ah, after... If, if you wish to go with my idea?” Caleb said 
tentatively. 


The look Molly gave him was full of a sassy disbelief, the Tiefling shaking his head. “You 
and I both know you can’t promise that.” 


Caleb looked down, unable to deny it. No, he could not. He couldn’t even make himself not 
be afraid of Molly now. Still, he made himself speak again. Molly had said he should. “Yet, 
there may be no other option.” 


Molly sighed, head dropping in defeat. “I say this meaning no threat to you, and please don’t 
think that I'll hurt you for it, but I really hate that you’re right.” 


Caleb didn’t have anything to say to that, wasn’t sure a response was required. He 
appreciated the clarification, even if he still watched the Alpha warily. After a moment, 
Molly looked up at him, giving him a tight smile. “Come on, let’s get this over with so we 
can let in the calvary.” 


The Archduke 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


They found the central keep easily enough. It had been visible from the outside, the taller 
spires showing well above the fortified outer walls of the complex. Two pirates with a 
modified type of Revelry insignia stood lounging near a set of double doors. Not the front 
entrance, but a regularly used one if Molly guessed correctly. 


Molly stepped back, a moment of concern and hesitation giving him reason enough to delay 
just a little longer. He reached out to grab Caleb’s wrist and pull him back, gently tugging the 
mage a few steps away again. Guilt churned his stomach at the thought he’d be doing this a 
hell of a lot more forcefully soon. 


Molly put his hands on the Omega’s shoulders, head dropping briefly as he drew in a slow 
breath. 


“Molly?” 


Molly grimaced, shifting forward and curling around Caleb in a short hug. “I’m sorry, in 
advance. I... won’t- I’Il try not to hurt you, or let anyone else hurt you, as best I can. Is there 
anything I should... you know, avoid? Specifically? An act is one thing, but I don’t want to 
go too far.” 


He hated that this was the best option. Hated that he would have to pretend to be like the 
same bastards that had hurt Caleb before. Caleb had already said it was okay to... hit him, for 
all that Molly absolutely despised the idea. Worse, Molly wasn’t sure if it was okay to trust 
the mage’s opinion on that. 


“'.may I... I keep my clothing?” Caleb requested quietly, leaning into Molly marginally. It 
was enough that the Tiefling hoped it was an answer to his question, rather than an actual 
request. “And... the collar. T-two marks would be, ah, suspicious.” 


“Of course.” Molly promised, nodding emphatically. His heart skipped lightly as Caleb 
reached up to wrap his arms around to return the embrace. The mage’s next words were so 
low that Molly almost didn’t hear them. 


“Please... don’t leave me?” 


Molly growled a low note, instinct pushing him to put his teeth to Caleb’s neck, just above 
where the collar hid the bond mark he’d left. It was gratifying to feel Caleb relax and almost 
go limp in his grasp, chin tilting slightly to provide better access. Molly pulled back enough 
to press a gentle kiss on the Omega’s chin, over the faint imprint his fangs had left on Caleb’s 
skin. 


“Even if he kills me and tries to keep you, the rest of the Nein will come for you, okay? We 
won’t leave you there.” 


He allowed himself another few moments, another few breaths of Caleb not being afraid. Of 
Caleb actually returning the embrace and evening clinging a little. There was relief in the 
mage’s scent, and a little bit of uncertainty. Not unexpected, but Molly really hoped that the 
lack of fear meant that Caleb held some belief in that promise. 


Molly was positive that it was going to kill him when Caleb looked at him with fear again. 
And it was guaranteed to happen. Little things frightened Caleb, much less Molly 
purposefully being cruel. Molly took a long breath, straightening up and placing one more 
kiss on Caleb’s head. “Sorry...” 


With that, Molly grabbed a handful of Caleb’s coat collar and turned to stride toward the 
main complex. The guards spotted them after a few yards, the flash of gold in Molly’s free 
hand halting their sudden jolt towards their weapons. 


“You two look like you could use some gold, and maybe a bit more.” Molly announced, 
throwing the two gold pieces, one at each guard. With a quick flash of the hand, he held two 
more, grinning at both of them cordially. “I seek an audience with your Archduke. I have a 
business proposition. And a gift, to sweeten the deal.” 


One of the pirates pocketed the coin, a smirk growing on his face as he drew a dagger. Molly 
didn’t need to pretend to put frustration and annoyance in his tone, he felt a close enough 
emotion feeling how Caleb was starting to shake in his grip. He put as much of the small bit 
of magic he possessed into his words, tone demanding and imperial. “Take me to him.” 


Molly felt the words take effect, helped along by another gold piece for each of them. 
Hopefully by the time it wore off, they’d be in the good graces of the head honcho and it 
wouldn’t matter when they realized. He kept his grip on Caleb, even pulling the Omega 
closer when they entered the fortified keep. 


The two guards led them through the hallways, picking up a couple more that flanked behind 
them. Molly paid them no attention, though at a subtle nudge from Caleb he did release his 
grip on the mage. He got the point, even if he didn’t like it. Molly was supposed to be here to 
give Caleb away. It would look odd if he was acting so overprotective. Or protective at all. 


The moment his hand left Caleb, the Omega fell in step beside him. More like behind, but 
close at heel, and a little too reminiscent of that one time he’d been forced to have the mage 
on a leash. 


As they came to the central chamber, one of the guards left them waiting while he entered. It 
was an awkward tension, Molly trying to play it off as if he didn’t notice, and Caleb doing his 
best to be unnoticed. Oddly enough, it was a different pirate that came to summon them, 
speaking in a different language to the two newer ones briefly. 


Molly and Caleb were allowed entry unchallenged, however. Molly was the only one to take 
in the entire visage of the room, Caleb’s eyes glued firmly to the floor. It was yet another 


uncomfortable parallel for Molly to draw, the mage a picture-perfect image of when he’d first 
arrived at their own keep (if better dressed). 


Revelry flags adorned the four pillars in the room, flame torches dancing at regular intervals. 
A good sign, one which Caleb was able to notice thanks to the flickering light on the floor. 
The Revelry members here probably didn’t have magic, or at least none of any challenge if 
they could not light the place with arcane means. Magical flames cast a different type of light 
and Caleb could easily tell the difference. 


They walked forty feet along glossy marble flooring before their feet stepped upon a thick 
white furred rug. The walls of the room were decorated more like a hunting tavern, multiple 
heads of different game animals or predators lining the walls. Against the far wall on a raised 
platform, with large stained-glass windows on either side, sat an ornately constructed throne. 


Molly stopped twenty or so feet from the steps leading up, Caleb halting automatically beside 
him. The man that could only be the Archduke had his back to them, broad shoulders moving 
slightly as he wiped a blade with a cloth. 


Caleb looked up slowly, jaw clenching with tension. Green skin, straw like blonde hair, tusks 
that protruded well above his lower lip, and a scar from some three clawed beast that ran 
down his left eye. The Archduke was an orc, his rough appearance at odds with the silk outfit 
he wore. Despite the soft clothing, he cut no less an intimidating figure. 


“I’ve been told you have a business proposition.” The Archduke commented, his voice a deep 
base that was almost raspy with how rough it sounded. He walked to sit upon his thrown, 
discarding the bloodstained cloth to the ground along the way as he sheathed the blade he’d 
cleaned. He looked at Molly with deep yellow eyes, gaze only flitting upon Caleb for a 
breath. “Anything I want, I take. What could you possibly have to offer.” 


“T don’t come empty handed. Call it a gesture of goodwill, a taste of the benefits of having 
me as a business partner.” Molly said confidently, reaching back without turning to grab 
Caleb and throw him forward. 


Despite the suddenness and strength of the pull, Caleb was surprised to find that it didn’t 
hurt. Molly was mindful of his claws and careful of the pressure applied. It looked like it 
should hurt, Caleb flinched expecting it, but as he stumbled forward and fell perhaps a touch 
dramatically to his knees, he still felt no pain. Caleb remained still on the floor, well versed in 
this game and its rules. His only movement was that to shift into the appropriately submissive 
pose, hands clasp carefully behind his back with his head bowed. Molly played his role, 
ignoring Caleb in favor of continuing his pitch. 


“T took great pains to bring him to you, a fine specimen if I do say so myself. And just a 
fraction of what you will find yourself surrounded by-“ Molly stopped, elegantly lifting an 
eyebrow as the Archduke held up a hand. 


“Who let you in here?” 


Molly let a grin curl across his face as he stepped past the kneeling Omega. “I let myself in. 
And even if I hadn’t, I don’t kiss and tell. A personal guarantee if you will.” 


The self-proclaimed Archduke grunted, the sound nor the man’s expression near as approving 
as Caleb would have preferred when the mage dared a quick glance up. He kept his eyes up 
just a moment too long, letting the pirate catch the act before looking back down. The man 
seemed the type and, sure enough, he was soon stalking closer. Much as Caleb knew they 
needed the Archduke to have interest, he very much did not like drawing attention. However, 
men like this tended toward a predilection for breaking in their own toys. 


“A fine little thing you have here.” The Archduke commented, stalking closer around Caleb. 


Caleb closed his eyes, repeating to himself silently that he belonged to the Nien, to Molly and 
Fjord, and Molly had promised not to leave him. This was necessary, was a means to an end, 
he would be useful, and the rest of the pack would be inclined to continue to treat him so 
well. He may even get a word of praise later if he performed well now. 


It was enough to keep him still. 


He kept his pose as best he could as crueler hands yanked his head back, the yellow teeth and 
eyes of the pirate filling his vision before he could cut his gaze away. This was what he had 
expected from Fjord on their first meeting, coarse hands and a hungry gaze. The warlock had 
not, however, and the stark contrast was clearly defined now that Caleb was faced with such 
similar circumstances. 


“What’s to keep me from simply slitting your throat and keeping him.” The Archduke 
continued, hands wandering to tug at Caleb’s coat to explore his ribs and chest. 


It was uncomfortable, terrifying enough that Caleb though his heart would beat right out of 
his chest. The Archduke chuckled lowly, undoubtedly feeling the mage’s racing heart, and 
most assuredly catching the scent of fear. 


Molly laughed, Caleb catching an undercurrent of strained tension in the sound that was 
frankly reassuring. “As I already said, the Omega is a gift, so no need for threats. You would 
miss out on all the rest of the benefits of a partnership. He’s not the only one I can get my 
hands on.” 


“You have so much that this is a paltry offering, then why do you need a partnership at all?” 
The Archduke questioned, straightening up and finally turning his attentions away from 
Caleb. The orc still stood next to the mage, so Caleb held carefully still despite the 
discomfort of his coat hanging haphazardly halfway down his shoulders. 


“Ships, protection. The ability to fly a flag for safe passage through certain waters.” Molly 
replied, tone back under control as he smiled jovially at the pirate. “Or, relatively safe 
passage, in any case. One hears things after all.” 


“I’ve seen men give up sacks of gold for ten minutes with an Omega. And you’re saying you 
have multiple? There are easier ways to make gold than risking it with the Revelry.” The 
Archduke hedged; suspicion thick in his voice. Not an unintelligent individual, it seemed, but 
very clearly interested in the prospect given the way his glance lingered over the Omega at 
his heel. 


Molly heaved a sigh, adopted a very put out expression. “Oh, very well. If you must have the 
truth. I’ve little interest in him, Omega’s don’t exactly tickle my fancy if you catch my drift. 
And I’m looking for a very specific treasure in a very specific part of the ocean, and I’m 
hoping this one, and the others, will amuse you long enough I can find it.” 


The Archduke smirked, expression smugly triumphant. “There’s always a catch, lies to be 
found. You’re not the first to be looking for treasure, scamming me out of my due.” 


“T don’t just want any treasure, it’s a specific one.” Molly pressed, concentrating very hard on 
keeping his tail from lashing and giving away his own agitation. He could only pray silently 
to the Moonweaver that this big oaf would just believe him already so they could move on to 
the part where he got the hell away from Caleb. “You shall have your playthings, gold 
coming in from the goods that I have to ship, and even the treasure that my men find while 
looking for what I want. Everyone wins.” 


“Somehow I doubt that win, seeing as you care so little for flesh or gold.” The Archduke 
stated, reaching down to grab a fistful of Caleb’s hair and dragging the mage to his feet. “I 
think I'd rather accept your gift and kill you. Less risk.” 


“T’m a Tiefling, we’re demons. We do contracts that are magically binding by nature.” Molly 
lied swiftly, keeping eyes on the orc even as his heartbeat quickened at the sound of the 
pirates by the door drawing blades. ““Get some paper and ink, we can come to a mutually 
beneficial agreement that can’t be broken. No risk involved at all.” 


The Archduke chuckled; teeth bared in a sharp grin. He gestured with a free hand toward the 
small table near windows. “I like the sound of that.” 
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“You think this is enough?” Caduceus asked in a low tone, very carefully securing Veth’s 
explosive concoction to the bow of the ship. 


Fjord grunted a questioning tone, turning from where he was keeping watch on the dock. 
“Yeah, probably. We want a couple of ships to be able to make it out of the harbor. I’m 
banking on this being our own escape route, to be honest. And you know how Veth is.” 


Caduceus nodded sagely, finishing up attaching the explosive before pushing back to stand 
more securely on the dock. 


They'd all split into three separate groups, he and Fjord taking the closes side of the docks, 
both of them least proficient in their ability to go unnoticed. Beauregard and Veth had taken 
the far side wile Jester and Yasha had taken the center. Each of them ended up with three 
ships to rig, with the goal of disabling or destroying all of them. 


With Fjords advice, Veth’s love of explosions, and Beau’s general bad temper at the moment, 
it would be safe to assume any ship they set their sights on wouldn’t make it even halfway 
out of the harbor. Jester was equally destructive, though she did have Yasha to temper that 
instinct. If Yasha cared to attempt that at all. 


All in all, Fjord was alright with only slowing their section of ships. He’d disabled and 
destroyed a lot of the vital riggings for all of them, though not quite enough that they’d be 
impossible to sail. A backup plan for escape was a necessity after all. Yeah, they had Caleb, 
but that would throw them back to Nicodranas, which wasn’t ideal. 


Actually that would be a complete cluster fuck. Not only would they be coming back empty 
handed, but they’d also be coming back empty handed to Zeenoth. Which would not end well 
for Beauregard. Or Caleb, if the connection between the High Curator and the wizard was a 
close as it seemed to be. 


Fjord looked up at the sky, holding a hand half over his eyes as he studied the position of the 
sun for a moment. “We should get going, with any luck the two of them will be inside and 
distracting the Archduke.” 


If nothing else, then as soon as they met back up with the other’s he’d ask Jester to message 
one Caleb or Molly, make sure they were okay. Of course, the chances of her getting an 
answer were low, especially if Molly was around the Archduke. 


Getting to the secret entrance was a little trickier, it was actually underwater. Fjord had no 
difficulty, swimming was second nature to him, but Caduceus was not so fortunate. The 
Firbolg was uncoordinated and slow in the water, fur floating almost comically with every 
pause in movement. Still, Fjord knew he had the easier job. Melora only knew how Beau was 
going to get Veth down here... 


Fjord led the way slowly, keeping half attention of the cleric behind him. Thankfully the 
distance fully underwater wasn't that long, only about 100 feet or so under the docks. There 
was an underwater cave, if one could call it that. It was small enough that there was only just 
enough space for Caducueus to fit through. Fjord noticed some scrapes that seemed to have 
been from a blade being pulled through, and he got the impression that Yasha and Jester were 
ahead of them. 


Fjord slipped through first, using the stone walls as a brace to pull Caducues through, and 
after that it was only four feet up until they hit the stale air of an open cavern. 


The stone here was already wet, one large patch as if a person had laid down, and another one 
that trailed off towards the tunnel. Definitly Yasha and Jester. 


Again, Fjord led the way down the dark tunnel, Caduceus following less silently than Fjord 
would have hoped. He was met with a blade at his throat two minutes later, Yasha's large 
form blurring out from a shadow to press his against the wall. 


Fjord had been expecting it and held his hands up in surrender. "Yash, it's me." 
Yasha released him quickly, embarrassment coloring her voice. "Oh, sorry." 


"Are Beau and Veth with you?" Jester piped up in darkness, Fjord only finding her now he 
had sound to pinpoint her location. 


"No." He replied, shaking his head. "But you know Veth, it'll take some convincing." 


"I already messaged Orly, he said he is ready and waiting. I tried to message Caleb to let him 
know we are here, but he didn't answer." Jester explained. 


"Should we try Molly?" Yasha asked. 


"Let's wait for the others first, no use rushing it when we need to wait anyway." Fjord 
reasoned. 


They waited in tense silence for a while, each straining to hear anything either beyond the 
door barring their way or back toward the water they'd arrived by. 


All of them heard when Beau and Veth arrived. The faint sound of splashing water was easy 
to miss, but all of them heard the furious cursing that echoed down the stone tunnel. In 
between curses and sputtering were death threats to a certain monk, and it painted a clear 
picture on exactly how Beauregard had managed to get Veth down here. 


Their footsteps as they approached were not as quiet as either usually managed. While the 
shouting had abated, the argument (now whispered) had not. 


"...would have gone myself if you-" 
"You'd counted to three ten damned times already, we couldn't afforded to waste more time." 
"I wasn't wasting time! You could have killed me, what if I hadn't had a breath!?" 


"Maybe you should have jumped in the first countdown then instead of chickening out!" 


Fjord had to struggle to keep from laughing, he in no way wanted to draw Veths ire, but he 
did interrupt to try and help Beau out. "Nice work Beau." 


The monk grunted at him, Veth glaring, so mission failed on not pissing off the halfling. They 
weren't arguing anymore, though, so that was a win. 


"Should I-" Jester began anxiously, though was intrupted by a sharp clank and slivers of light 
coming from the doorway behind them. 


Yasha and Beau shifted to the front automatically, the rest of them readying themselves for 
whatever might lay beyond. 
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Breath. 


All Caleb had to do was breath. It didn’t make the pain any less, but every breath was one 
moment closer to the pain ending. 


The Archduke held him, had not let him move from his side since the negotiations began. 
Caleb’s only saving grace was that the orc’s attentions were split between himself and 
dictating the terms of the agreement he wanted from Molly. Still, half the man’s attentions 
were bad enough. 


Caleb’s ribs already sported claw marks, his shirt torn and stained with his own blood. His 
shoulder was a throbbing agony, the Archduke having nearly jerked his arm out of socket in 
response to Caleb shifting slightly. The orc had a fondness for jerking him around by the hair, 
his scalp burning painfully as a result. 


Caleb wasn’t looking forward to the consequences of his plan to be allowed outside of this 
room. The negotiations were a good distraction, had resulted in the guards being sent away. 
The Archduke felt he had the advantage, had pressed Molly into writing a contract that really 
just bound the Tiefling into servitude to him. Caleb was very much hoping that Molly had 
been lying about the demonic Tiefling ability for making a magically binding contract. 


Either way... they were running out of time. Molly was nearly finished, the papers nearly 
filled. The others were ready, were waiting, even if Caleb hadn’t been able to reply to Jester’s 
message. He hoped she would not be angry with him. 


Bracing himself for the inevitable that would follow, Caleb jerked away from the Archduke’s 
hand at the orcs next movement. He didn’t get far, choking on a sound of pain as the 
Archduke wrapped one large hand around his throat tightly, the other twisting his arm behind 
him again as he was slammed down on the table. It was enough, however, to spill the inkwell 
over the carefully stacked papers Molly had drafted. 


Molly paused, pulling pack just enough so the ink did not splash on him. He held still, the 
last bit of ink from the pen he’d been using dripping down to join the mess on the table. 
Slowly, he looked up to let his red eyes land on the mage pinned to the table before him. 


Caleb’s chest tightened as the pure annoyance and anger in the Tiefling’s expression, so 
believable Caleb had a hard time rationalizing that it was an act. 


The Archduke shifted his grip and thoughts of Molly's real or pretend anger vanished. Caleb 
struggled in the orcs hold, no longer able to breath. Couldn’t breathe, couldn’t breathe. Time 
stood still, Molly moving almost in slow motion as he gathered up the papers, flipping 
through the ink-stained pages. Caleb’s pulsed thrummed in his ears, blocking out any words 
as Molly’s mouth moved. Caleb couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t move. The world 
slowed, dimming, and Caleb’s struggles slowed. 


The world came back into sharp focus as his body hit the ground, rolling and tumbling 
painfully across the floor as the Archduke threw him from the raised platform. Caleb 
coughed, lungs burning as he drew in breath after breath. 


“Go fetch then.” 


Caleb pushed himself upright painfully, dipping his head slightly as he struggled to his feet. 
He'd been hoping for that order, counting on it really. He felt unsteady as he stood, head still 
swimming with the return of oxygen. 


“T won’t be able to get you a new one for at least a month.” Molly was saying as Caleb 
walked unsteadily toward the door. He could hear the Archduke walking back to the Tiefling, 
an amused rasp of a laugh echoing in the room. 


“Yeah, yeah. Just shut up and start over with what you can while my new bitch learns to fix 
his messes.” 


The doors closed behind him, Caleb wavering slightly as he gathered himself. He looked 
around quickly, drawing out the necessary components finding himself alone. He didn’t trust 
his ability to handle any encounters between here and the door, would risk wasting a spell to 
avoid that. One quick incantation later and Caleb felt his arcane energy envelop him. 


After that, it was as simple as walking to the correct location. He could easily remember it 
from the map, though he did need to fill in some detail at times. Caleb followed the hallway 
around to the side of the throne room, down a flight of stairs, past three doors, then down yet 
another stairway that led to a subterranean tunnel. 


There was no light and Caleb stumbled a few times as he walked. He didn’t dare drop his 
spell, didn’t want to risk light either. He worried of traps, so took care not to touch the walls, 
and thankfully made it down the tunnel unscathed. He paused as his steps echoed a little 
louder in a larger space, feet hitting wooden planks rather than stone. 


Caleb waited a moment, holding his breath to try and hear anything. Ringing silence greeted 
him, so he lifted a hand to summon his dancing lights spell, the orbs appearing around him to 
light the area. Oddly enough, it was a room. 


An empty one, void of anyone else but himself, and furnished like sitting room. It made very 
little sense, but there were arcane crystals that he recognized as a light source. It was easy 
enough to activate them, their light bright enough to fully illuminate the room. On the wall 
opposite the entrance to the tunnel was the expected doorway. 


It was now that he realized he hadn’t messaged Jester, had failed to tell them he was on his 
way. Nervously, with a tight anxiety that they might not be there, Caleb approached the dark 
wood door, eyes flicking appraisingly over the design carved into it. It didn’t look like a rune 
or a glyph, though he debated trying to dispel it just in case. 


He had already wasted one spell, but this one was more necessary than the invisibility. A 
triggered glyph would likely alert someone of the presence of invaders, and this whole ruse 
was so that would not happen. The pirates here likely didn’t have access to higher magic 
needed to create a stationary glyph trap either, though this room had the crystal lighting so 
perhaps that was assessment was incorrect. 


Caleb growled lowly to himself, frustrated at his own idiocy. More dangerous than a glyph or 
a wasted spell was indecision. Caleb shook his head, throwing a dispel at the door before 
striding over to it. He placed his palm on the center and spoke the word, a loud crack ringing 
out as the spell took effect and the door swung open. 


Caleb stepped back, a tense fear gripping him briefly before the light spilled into the tunnel 
beyond and landed on the six figures. He was filled with relief at the sight of the Nein Pack. 
Yasha and Beau darted in quickly, stepping past him to scout out the room. The others did 
much the same, though paused to check on Caleb first. The mage’s attention was on Fjord, 
however, the warlock’s gaze drawing an odd desire to go to him from Caleb. To be held and 
comforted. 


They were here, like Molly had said they would be. They were not angry at having to wait, 
each of them gentle as the reached out to him while passing. And it was impossible to miss 
the relief on Fjord’s face. 


But Fjord loved Molly, and Molly loved Fjord, and Caleb did not want to bear any jealous 
anger that came from putting himself in the middle of them. 


He was Omega. He was theirs to use and should not allow himself any illusion that they 
would be different than any others. They and the Nein Pack were heroes of the Empire, were 
even now working with Zeenoth. Molly was sweet, Fjord was gentle, but he should not get 
his hopes up. He should not... 


Caleb ignored his instinct for once, pushed aside the feeling of longing desire. He 
acknowledged Fjord with a quick submission when the Alpha came over, he did not want to 
disappoint or offend the warlock by ignoring him. 


“Molly is with the Archduke.” Caleb reported softly, only flinching a little as Fjord touched 
his neck. He continued speaking as the others gathered around. “He convinced him that he 
could create a magically binding contract, they have been working on that for the past few 
hours.” 
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Caleb filled the rest of the Nein in with what had happened while they walked. While no one 
said anything, he got the distinct impression they were not pleased. It was... concerning. He 
had not meant to anger the pack, was not entirely sure what it was that had caused that anger. 


Jester drifted over the instant he’d mentioned the plan he and Molly had come up with. 
“Where are you hurt, III heal it.” 


“Tt... 1t is just a scrape, it is nothing.” Caleb explained, pulling his coat aside as requested. 


Jester huffed at him, reaching out to heal him with a quick pat on the shoulder. He pulled 
away too slowly, the spell sealing up the wounds with a sparkle of pink. He didn’t understand 
why she would waste a spell on something so insignificant. 


“You should ask first, Jester.” Caduceus scolded gently. 


“Can we talk about it later?” Beau grumbled, voice lowering as they came to the first 
stairway heading up. “Kinda need Caleb to show us which way to go.” 


Caleb stepped forward at the unspoken order, taking the lead and following the path back the 
way he’d come. The corridor above the stairwell to the underground tunnel no longer had 
closed doors, two of them ajar. There were two humans in the hallway arguing over who was 
supposed to be on guard, and a bugbear standing cross armed in the doorway of one of the 
rooms watching the drama with amusement. 


The bugbear was the first to notice the new arrivals and he stepped forward to throw a dagger 
towards the first one he saw. Caleb lifted a hand on reflex, the blade bouncing off his arcane 
shield and scattering across the floor. He stepped to the side after that, making way for the 
more adept fighters of the pack. 


An arrow from Veths crossbow flew by to silence the beginnings of a shout from one of the 
humans, Beau and Yasha making short work of the remaining two as they dashed forward. 


“Think they’ve raised an alarm?” Beau asked, searching through the three with a quick 
efficiency. 


“They may have... been notified by the spell. When I opened the door.” Caleb admitted. “TI 
am sorry, I did not see them when I came this way before.” 


“Tf they know we’re here, how are we going to get this Archduke back to the ship?” Veth 
asked. “We don’t plan to question him here, do we?” 


“Are we planning on bringing him back to Brigdon?” Beau asked. 


“I’m not turning down the extra gold.” Veth snorted. 


Caleb shifted nervously, worried over Molly still left alone with the orc, especially if their 
infiltration had been discovered. “Removing him from the keep should be easy enough. 
Between myself and Jester, we have a high chance of polymorphing him. Change him to 
something small, easily carried but not dangerous.” 


Caleb continued leading the way as the rest of them whispered a debate on the best way to go 
about grabbing the Archduke. He advised them of the separate doors that led into the throne 
room, Veth and Jester both snorting when he called it that. The halls were still empty when 
they got to the junction that led around the side and to the main door of the room. 


The Nein could hear footsteps from further down, so the place wasn’t abandoned, but 
currently there was no one in sight. 


“Yasha, you and Jester take the door down that hallway. Caduceus, Caleb. You two take the 
opposite. Both of you come from either side, try and get him down. If there are any guards, 
Veth, Beau, and I will draw their attention coming in the main entrance.” Fjord laid out a 
simple plan, glancing around for any objections. “Veth will send a message to Jester and 
Caleb when it’s time to go in.” 


Veth nocked a bolt into her crossbow, nodding sharply. 
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Even with how rushed they were to each get to the appointed door, they managed to charge 
into the throne room all at the same time. There was a slight delay between them as the doors 
all proved to be locked. Yasha simply broke it down, the door barely staying on it’s hinges as 
she slammed her way through. Veth made quick working picking the lock for the main door, 
letting Beau and Fjord in ahead of her. Caleb cast Knock again, the sharp crack of the spell 
activating allowing the door to swing open easily. 


It was, by far, not a stealthy entrance. 


“Oh, look. You’re back.” Molly quipped, laughing shortly as they all dashed into the room. 
He looked a little worse for the wear, back against the wall in between the stained-glass 
windows, blade in hand. The Archduke stood before him, holding a large serrated great axe 
in one hand. 


“Hope you guys have a plan, mine has gone to shit.” Molly grunted, only just managing to 
deflect the Archduke’s weapon from cutting across anything vital. Blood splattered on the 
floor as the jagged edges of the blade tore through flesh, Molly wincing in pain as he 
attempted to retaliate. 


The room wasn’t as empty as when Caleb had left either, four other pirates flanked around 
the two combatants, preventing Molly from any chance of escape. Unfortunately, this put 
them closer to the magic users, with Beau and Fjord too far away from them to be 
immediately effective. 


Veth came in shooting, however, one bolt shattering across the large throne when she 
attempted to go for the Archduke, her next shot cutting across the calf of a pirate. Beau and 
Fjord darted forward, Veth cutting across to the left to keep her distance. 


The four pirates split to either side of the back of the room. Caleb stepped in front of 
Caduceus, drawing a line in the sulphur he’d gathered in his palm. A wall of flame sprung up 
between them and the pirates, the roar and heat of it radiating out into the room. He left a few 
feet open nearer the wall, a choke point should the pirates see it, and a way for them to get 
through and accomplish the mission themselves. 


On the other side, Yasha and Jester strode forward side by side. Yasha held her blade at the 
ready, Jester holding her shield defensively as she ran forward towards Molly. The Archduke 
smirked, hefting his axe and preparing to strike. Yasha had distracted the pirates on their side, 
and Jester had the orc’s attention just as she’d wanted. 


Jester stepped back before she could get too close to the Archduke, grabbing her symbol to 
the Traveler and saying a quick prayer as she cast her spell. She cheered as the spell took 
hold, the Archduke’s body shifting and morphing into that of a bunny rabbit. 


“Grab him Molly! Grab him!” Jester shouted, spinning and only just deflecting the blade of 
one of the pirates. 


Molly reacted a little too slowly, diving towards the rabbit. The fluffy thing leapt right over 
his outstretched hands, racing off the platform and making a bee line towards the roaring wall 
of fire. 


“Fjord!” Molly shouted, hoping the warlock would be able to snatch the rabbit. He was 
closest, having gone after the two pirates that were currently trying to get around the wall of 
fire. 


Fjord cursed, racing forward, but the Archduke had too much of a lead, was already much 
closer his target. 


The rabbit passed through the wall of fire, rolling and tumbling into the large orc form of the 
Archduke. He snarled as he stood up to his full height, burnt and bloodied and furious for it. 
His eyes locked on Caleb, a sneer forming on his lips. “I’m going to enjoy making you regret 
this.” 


Fjord and Jester had begun running toward the fire, unsure how they were going to get 
around or through it but determined to try. The blazing heat suddenly vanished, however, the 
temperature in the room feeling much colder with the absence of the flames. It sounded silent 
without the roar of the fire, silence broken by the clashing of blades and thud of fists from 
Beau and Yasha dealing with the remaining pirates. 


The Archduke stood between Caleb and Caduceus, blood splattering as he jerked the axe out 
of Caleb’s side. The mage stumbled back, one hand covering the wound that was quickly 
soaking his clothes. The Archduke flipped the blade, swinging it the opposite direction 
towards Caduceus with his next strike. 


The Firbolg managed to block it, lifting his shield, and bracing himself just in time. The 
strength behind the orc’s blow was strong enough to almost send him flying. Caduceus fell 
back, sliding a good four feet along the ground. 


“Caleb!” Jester cried out, throwing her hand forward and sending a light pink energy toward 
the mage. The blood flowing from his side slowed, no longer running over his fingers to drip 
on the ground. 


Caleb grit his teeth, focusing on the Archduke. The man turned back towards him, hefting his 
axe as Caleb began casting the spell from bloodied lips. The Archduke scowled, leaping 
forward to swing at the mage. He did not make it the full distance, his form shrinking into a 
turtle and dropping to the floor two feet shy of Caleb. 


The turtle scuttled it’s way closer none the less, snaping towards Caleb’s ankles. Fjord was 
there quickly, scooping it up and pulling it away from the Caleb. 


“Wow, Caleb, that’s much better to turn him into than a rabbit.” Jester praised, flanking Caleb 
with Caduceus and helping the Firbolg to heal him. Her heart was still racing after seeing him 
take a hit like that. 


Caleb’s brow furrowed as he looked at her, head tilting in confusion. A rabbit? Why would 
she- 


“A rabbit, Jester, really?” Molly huffed as he joined them, unknowingly mirroring Caleb’s 
own thoughts. 


“What, they’re cute...” Jester defended. 
“And slippery little-“ 


Veth dashed over, interrupting their debate as she slid in between them. “Yasha and Beau are 
barring those two doors, we’ve got more company coming.” 


“And that would be our cue to get out of here.” Molly commented, breathing easier now that 
Caduceus had healed the worst of his injuries. 


“The...spell only lasts one hour.” Caleb advised softly, seeming to be speaking mainly to 
Jester who was, inexplicably, working on fixing the rips and cuts in the Omega’s shirt with a 
mending spell. 


“Ya, ya, I know, just-“ Jester began, words cut off as a low boom rocked the room, the 
stained glass windows shattering behind them. Only Veth and Beau (when the monk came 
over) seemed unsurprised. 


“Looks like your timer thing worked, nice Veth.” Beauregard smirked, punching Veth on the 
shoulder as she jogged past to go to the window. The rest of the Nein followed her to look out 
the window. 


Alarm bells were ringing outside the walls of the keep, the entire far side of the docks 
completely engulfed in flames. On the opposite side, the ships were noticeably lower in the 


water, one nearly completely submerged. 


“Ow! Hey, Fjord, jeez!” Jester yelped a complaint, pulling her arm away from the turtle’s 
jaws. “Watch where you point that thing.” 


“Sorry...” Fjord said, stepping back and fishing around for a cord of some sort to wrap 
around the turtle’s mouth. He glanced over to Jester and Caleb as he worked. “Could you two 
fly us down to one of the center ships? We can take one of those out to meet Orly. Or better 
yet fly us to Orly?” 


“T cannot change my form while- while maintaining the spell on him.” Caleb said hesitantly, 
gaze flickering over to the turtle-Archduke. 


Fjord frowned, looking toward the now barred doors to this room. There was a steady 
thudding sound coming from each, the Revelry members attempting to break in. “Anyone got 
any other ideas?” 


Veth wove her way through everyone to peer down outside the broken window. “If we just 
jump, I can catch us with featherfall. A few at a time anyways.” 


“How many is a few again?” Molly asked, eyeing the drop with unease. 


“Five.” Veth answered, already hauling herself onto the ledge. She glanced over at the main 
entrance doorway, the wood already beginning to splinter. It was either this or stay and fight. 


“Might as well make it in one trip.”” Beau commented, looking over at Yasha. “I can get down 
on my own, will you take one of the others? Veth can grab everyone else.” 


“Dibs!” Molly called, earning an affronted glare from Veth. “No offense.” 


Veth didn’t have time to come up with a retort, Yasha stepping over and wrapping an arm 
around Molly’ waist before hoisting him onto her shoulder. She ignored his sputtered protests 
at the undignified position, large white wings erupted from her shoulders. She leapt out the 
window after Beau, watching as the monk slid down the side of the keep. Beau was easily 
able to use the slight outcroppings and uneven stonework to slow her fall, though Yasha kept 
an eye out anyways. 


The rest of the pack following Veth’s lead, jumping as simultaneously as possible. They fell 
for a long, heart stopping moment before Veth’s spell caught them. They landed gently beside 


where Beau, Molly, and Yasha waited, making a bee line towards the docks as soon as their 
feet were on land. 
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Caleb was a bit at a loss. 


The journey to one of the pirate ships had been surprisingly smooth. Revelry members were 
running around trying to put out flames and haul up sinking ships, so few of them looked 
twice at a handful more people dashing around the docks. The fire was spreading rapidly to 
the walls of the fortress, so most attention was on dealing with that. 


Once on the boat, Caleb had been directed to a corner out of the way, the orc-turtle placed in 
his hands, and given orders to shout if the spell was ending or if literally anything happened. 
Fjord stressed very clearly the importance of calling for help if anything happened. 


So, Caleb was left standing with the polymorphed Archduke while Fjord shouted orders and 
instruction to the rest of the pack. It was... a little ridiculous to him that he should be doing 
nothing when he could be of use. It would have been simple enough to lock the turtle away 
somewhere. 


But orders were orders, and they were sailing soon enough anyway. 


Jester messaged Orly letting him know they’d stolen a ship, which was good considering two 
of the other pirate ships were soon limping along in pursuit of them. Or were simply trying to 
escape, none of the Nein knew for sure. They weren’t being fired upon, so that was all they 
really had to go on. They didn’t have weapons to fire at the other ships, Fjord having disabled 
all the cannons since he’d not known which they would be swiping. 


Halfway out to their ship, Caleb had obediently informed Fjord that the polymorph spell 
would be ending soon. After a brief discussion, they had all surrounded the turtle in what was 
(to Caleb) yet another ridiculous sight, and Caleb had dropped the spell. Beau and Yasha had 
been able to distract the Archduke long enough that Caleb was able to catch him into another 
polymorph. 


Twenty minutes later and they were safely back onto the Southern Squall, Jester and Fjord 
taking the stolen ship on a kamikaze run to sink one of the other two pirate ships. Veth 
dashed off with Fjord’s blessing to have their one cannon take down the last pursuing enemy 
ship. 


Those events were what had led up to his current situation, though Caleb could in no way see 
the logic in how. He’d hoped that he had performed well enough that the Nein would be 


pleased with him, enough that they would not discipline him, and that it would perhaps be 
enough that Fjord or Molly would praise him. Caleb had not at a// expected that those not 
involved in questioning their prisoner to... dote on him as they were. 


Yasha and Veth had cleared out a room below decks to act as a holding cell. Caleb had 
reminded all of them that the Archduke would still have weapons and armor once the spell 
was dropped, so the pack once again circled around the turtle in preparation. It was a bit 
tighter in the interior of the ship, but they still managed to disarm and bind the orc once he 
was in his original form. 


Fjord and Caduceus had whisked Caleb away after that, the warlock full of compliments and 
gentle affection for the Omega. He had been the most pleased when Caleb had agreed to 
Caduceus’s request to heal him of any remaining injuries. They’d gone to the dining area 
(which at this point was really just the Nein’s hangout as none of the other crew bothered 
going there anymore), Veth and Yasha joining them some time later. 


Orly arrived some twenty minutes later, reporting they were on their way back around the isle 
to Brokenbank. Jester was on his heels, making a beeline straight to Caleb and asking if 
wouldn’t mind if she fixed his shirt and coat. 


“J-ja, ah... if- if you wish...” Caleb agreed, unsure what to even make of the request. He 
looked up at Fjord beside him on reflex, attention snapping back over to Jester with a flinch 
as her fingers tugged lightly as his coat. 


“Tt’s okay, it’ll just take a minute.” Jester promised, squishing herself in between himself and 
Veth so that she sat beside the mage. Veth scooted away with a grumble, hopping up to sit on 
the table behind Caleb to play with his hair while regailing Orly with the story of their 
adventure. 


“T could tell these are your favorite and it’s just so horrible that it got all torn and stuff, so you 
know I jus thought it would be really nice if I fixed it for you, that’s all.” Jester rambled as 
she worked, pink radiant energy knitting the fabric back together. 


It was all very odd for Caleb. 


He’d succeeded on missions before, on complicated and difficult orders before. During the 
war he’d been ordered to use his magic for a variety of reasons. Failure came with 
punishment and discipline, sometimes retraining, and success came with the absences of 
those two things. Even before he’d presented, successes had never been met with such 
overwhelmingly enthusiastic praise. 


Caleb wasn’t entirely sure what to think about it. Part of him liked it, soaked up every word 
and every hug, and ever affectionate kiss. The other part of him was vaguely embarrassed by 
the whole production. He didn’t feel he’d done anything worth all of this. Jester mending his 
clothing, Caduceus bringing him food, Veth braiding and unbraiding his hair (a pointless 
thing, but it felt nice), and Fjord holding him the entire time. 


It was almost a relief when they began to one-by-one break away to go do their own things. 
Caduceus was the last one remaining, chuckling as he caught the quiet sigh of relief Caleb let 


out. “You look like you could use a drink. After everything that’s happened today, some 
calming tea would do me some good.” 


“T- ah, thank you, Caduceus.” Caleb replied, nodding his head in agreement. “I appreciate the 
offer and I would be very grateful.” 


“Gratitude isn’t needed, I think you’ve more than earned it.” Caduceus said easily, rising with 
a Slow grace to lumber back towards the kitchen area. “Give me just a moment and I’Il make 
some.” 


Caleb dropped his head down onto the table the instant Caduceus was out of sight. Without 
the danger of appearing ungrateful, Caleb was able to let himself just half lay onto the table 
in exhaustion. The day wasn’t even half over, and already he felt mentally drained. 


“Report, Beauregard.” Astrid’s voice said into Caleb’s mind. He jerked up from where he’d 
laid his head on his arms, glancing towards where Caduceus had gone to make tea. 


“Beauregard is currently interrogating the Revelry prisoner.” Caleb reported carefully. 
There was a moment before the reply came, this an order directed to himself. “Go to her.” 


“Yes, High Curator.” Caleb replied, immediately standing and walking out of the galley. He 
hadn’t explicitly been told to stay away, but with how quickly Fjord had ushered him away at 
the beginning... it wasn’t difficult to interpret the pack’s wishes. 


They were keeping the Archduke on the lowest level of the ship, a room they were calling a 
brig. The ship itself didn’t actually have a brig. Not a such. But they’d made it work. No one 
was standing guard outside the room when he arrived, so Caleb knew they were still within 
and attempting to get answers. If they were taking a break or were finished, they’d have 
posted a guard. 


Despite his reservation, the intense feeling that he was willfully disobeying, Caleb didn’t 
hesitate to reach out and open the door. Defying Zeenoth was not an option. 


The scene before him as he entered was... horrifying to say the least. It was a picture from 
his nightmares, his fears of what he had before imagined (and sometimes still worried) that 
his fate would be with the Nein pack. Molly was covered in splatters of blood, claws stained 
and still dripping with the same. The Alpha’s expression was amused as he stood hovering 
over the bound orc, lips twisted in a way that Caleb recognized as Lucien a moment later. 


Beauregard wore a blank mask of cold disinterest, her knuckles stained with blood as well, 
though less than the Tielfing. Still, her participation in the... questioning was apparent. Still 
terrifying, especially given that Caleb knew full well that he was not welcome in this room. 
He had not been ordered to stay away, but the implication had been more than clear. 


Both Beau and Lucien were distinctly displeased when they looked over at him, the monk’s 
cold neutrality breaking into a sharp scowl. Lucien’s tail lashed, red eyes narrowing, but it 
was Beauregard who strode over towards the Omega. 


Caleb took a slow breath, fighting with himself to stay still and not tuck tail and leave. He 
would face their anger a hundred times over to spare Astrid from Zeenoth’s. Disobeying the 
High Curator was not an option, no matter what discipline befell him for disobeying the 
Nein. That lesson had been learned long ago and learned well. 


“A... report has been requested.” Caleb said quietly, voice almost too quiet to be heard over 
the labored breaths of the Archduke. He didn’t say who was requesting the report, wanting to 
neither anger Beauregard nor Zeenoth. Letting their prisoner know that a higher power than 
them existed was likely bad enough. 


“Little busy.” Beau retorted, crossing her arms. “But fine, tell him so far we’ve found out 
about a prophecy and a change in the pirate king.” 


The Archduke chuckled behind her, lifting his bloodied head to look over at them. “Get your 
little Omega slut to come for a ride and I’Il tell you a few more secr-“ 


He cut off with a scream of pain, teeth gritting to cut that short when Lucien carved a slow 
jagged bloody path through green skin with his claws. Beauregard looked over her shoulder, 
tone flat and expression bored again. “We need him alive.” 


“As you've said, many times. I’m being careful.” Lucien replied. 


Caleb’s hand shook as he cast the message spell, relaying Beau’s words to Astrid as he tried 
not to look at the blood falling onto the grimy deck of the ship. “W-we have discovered, ah, t- 
that there has been- been a change in the pirate king. A-and a prophecy, of some sort.” 


He was very glad he was not messaging Zeenoth directly with how unacceptable that sending 
had been. He trusted Astrid to deliver it correctly. A part of him felt guilty because he knew 
that message, the tone, would worry her, but he was having a difficult time keeping his 
composure now. Caleb flinched when Beauregard shifted, though the monk only turned 
around to walk back over to their prisoner. 


“Message received; you should go now.” Beau stated evenly, not looking back at the mage. 


Caleb inclined his head in a half bow on instinct, doubting the appropriateness of the trained 
response even as he did so. She wasn’t looking, thankfully, though Lucien undoubtedly took 
note. Caleb took a step back, freezing mid turn as he received another message. 


“A change in the pirate king? That would explain things. Who leads the Revelry now?” 


Beauregard growled, shoulders tensing as Caleb relayed the message. “If I knew that I’d have 
said so the first time.” Beau snapped, turning back to him and taking an aggressive step in 
Caleb’s direction. Behind her the Archduke laughed, the sound cutting off with a wet 
choking. Beauregard turned to snarl at Lucien. 


The blood hunter was no longer standing right beside the Archduke but had moved a few feet 
away. Lucien sported a scratch on one cheek, though he seemed not to notice. Most 
noticeable was the slow expansion of the Archduke’s flesh, the orc thrashing and choking on 
screams as he slowly swelled in size. 


Caleb felt sick, numbness creeping through his stomach as he shakily replied to the message. 
For lack of any other orders, he repeated what Beauregard had said word for word. Beau paid 
him no attention, currently busy shouting at Lucien to ‘knock it the hell off already, the 
bastard almost died last time’. 


“You have a mage, use him. I taught you to take stock of your tools better than this, 
Beauregard.” 


Beauregard went stone still when Caleb relayed those words, letting out a slow breath. The 
next moment she turned, striding with a terrifying calm over to Caleb. She grabbed him by 
the collar, dragging him back out of the room. Caleb didn’t resist, though his limbs shook 
enough that he stumbled to keep pace with her. She pushed him against the wall as soon as 
they were out the door, holding him there by the shoulder. 


“What is he talking about.” Beau demanded evenly. 


“S-sp-spell, Alpha.” Caleb stammered, looking away and tilting his chin in submission. He 
wasn’t sure whether to be terrified or relieved that she appeared to understand the short 
explanation. 


“Give me your spell books.” 


Caleb didn’t even think, just obeyed. His spell books were on his person as they had been 
ever since they had been given to him. He drew them from their holsters quickly, offering 
them to Beau. She grabbed them out of his hands, releasing him as she took a step away and 
began flipping through. 


Halfway through the second, Beau found what she was looking for. Caleb could guess which 
spell it was. Ikithon had made him and Eodwulf learn it long ago, though Caleb had not been 
part of any missions or assignments where it had been necessary to use. Not under Ikithon 
anyway. Zeenoth, however... 


“This.” Beau demanded, turning the book around and thrusting it back towards the mage. 
“Won't kill him, but should get him to be more talkative. Let’s go.” 


She pushed the other book against his chest, Caleb barely catching it before it could fall to 
the ground, then Beau turned to stalk back into the makeshift prison. Caleb followed her 
quickly, storing the extra book and skimming quickly through the required spell. It took no 
components, thankfully, but it would use up the majority of his magical ability. He would be 
far more limited on the number of messages he could send after this, may not be able to send 
any at all if it required more than one casting. 


Much to Caleb’s relief, Beauregard gave him time to review as she headed over to Lucien 
rather than ordering him to begin casting. The Archduke was still breathing, had shrunk back 
to his normal size, and was half slumped over in the seat. Beau strode straight to Lucien, 
grabbing his arm and ignoring his protest as she pulled him a few steps away. 


Lucien hissed in annoyance, yanking himself from her grip. 


“Either stand down or bring Molly back.” Beau demanded evenly, cutting off any insult or 
complaints from the Tiefling. 


Lucien scowled. “You wouldn’t let me have revenge on Luten and now you deny me this one 
as well. I’ve told you I will not kill him so quickly, at least not until you’ve answers, and I’m 
satisfied, which is more than generous considering.” 


“I’m not risking you fucking this up and I need results now.” Beau replied, unmoved by his 
fury. 


“T suppose your plan is-“ 
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“The plan hasn’t changed. I make sure he tells the truth, and now Caleb makes sure he talks. 
Beau interrupted. “Archduke’s all yours after, and if you kill him then you can drag his dead 
body back to Bridgon for our money.” 


Lucien paused, head tilting as he looked at Caleb. “This I must see. Very well.” 
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Caleb did not like this spell. 


He hadn’t been thrilled about learning it back then, he didn’t like using it now. It only took 
fifteen minutes after his involvement before the Archduke was spewing answers to any and 
all that Beauregard posed to him. Lucien was far too pleased with how much pain Caleb’s 
spell could inflict while doing absolutely no physical damage. It wasn’t a compliment he 
wanted to hear, only further tightened the knot of disgust and unease in his gut. 


Caleb didn’t like remembering the last time he’d been forced to use this spell. The order to 
stop couldn’t come fast enough, not then and not now. It was harder to end this spell, the 
arcane energy feeding off its victim rather than being maintained by the caster. Beauregard’s 
warning “Caleb” encouraging him to work faster when the spell lingered beyond her initial 
command to end it. 


“Bravo.” Lucien complimented into the silence once the spell had ended, the Archduke going 
limp and silent. Either unconscious or simply relishing a pain free breath, but silent either 
way. “Wish I had known you had that handy little trick. Luten would have been much more 
fun.” 


Lucien turned to Beau, head tilting towards the orc. “Are you done with him now?” 
Beauregard scowled at him but nodded in agreement. “Should be, he’s all yours.” 


“T won’t kill him, in case you have more questions.” Lucien graciously supplied, sighing a 
moment later as he rubbed his temple. “Doubt III be here long enough...” 


Beau was already leading Caleb out of the room, the monk closing the door behind them 
without a second glance or care for what Lucien was doing. She stood still for a moment, one 
hand pinching the bridge of her nose. 


“Alp-“ Caleb began tentatively. 


“Shut up a minute, let me think.” Beau interrupted, though her tone wasn’t nearly as harsh as 
it had been earlier. “I know we need to report to Zeenoth, just... trying to condense it to fit.” 


Caleb dropped his gaze, standing still and attentive, waiting for orders as he’d been taught. 


“Tell him... Avantika leads the Revelry. She’s been passing around some rumors about a 
prophecy about herself. She has to break two more seals holding a monster that she can 
command.” Beau finally said, crossing her arms with a sigh. “Will that fit in the spell?” 


“Tt exceeds the limits of the spell.” Caleb answered shakily, wincing when Beau growled. 
“Ugh, can you fix it without changing the meaning?” 


Caleb glanced up at her, the question reassuring despite how absolutely terrified he still was 
of her. It was an actual question, not a demand as all her others had been most recently. 


“T... can.” Caleb nodded, pausing for her approving nod. He considered for a moment, 
reorganizing the words in a way missing information and meaning cold be gleaned, before 
casting the spell. ““Avantika leads the Revery, is responsible for the prophecy rumors. It 
speaks of a sealed monster she can command. Two remain unbroken.” 


Caleb looked up at Beauregard again as he finished, relieved to receive another approving 
nod. He hoped that Zeenoth would not have too many follow up questions. He could already 
feel his energy flagging and he was well on his way to reaching the end of his arcane 
abilities. 


“He is not here currently. I am sorry.” 


Caleb tensed at the response, adrenaline spiking even as he tried to rationalize that Beau 
would not likely react the same way as Zeenoth would. Before he could pass on the message, 
Astrid continued. 


“He left orders that you send any pertinent information directly. Take care, he meets with 
Nicodranian Council.” 


Despite the exhaustion nipping at his body, Caleb recast the spell to repeat the message 
directly to Zeenoth as ordered. He didn’t have to wait long for a reply, though it wasn’t 
exactly one that filled him with any comfort, the words sounding low and whispered. 


“T will be in touch with further orders.” 
“Why did you repeat the message again?” Beau asked once he’d relayed the answer. 


“The High Curator was not... there. Instructions had been left that I should send pertinent 
information to him directly.” Caleb replied tiredly. 


“Any idea when he’ll be back?” 


Caleb shook his head silently, shrinking back as the door to the room opened and Lucien 
stepped out. A quick glance up proved it to now be Molly, the Tiefling’s expression stricken 
and uncomfortable. He took one look at Caleb flinching away from him, then muttered a 
quick excuse to Beau about a bath and all but fled. 


Beau sighed, shaking her head. “Guess I’I] stand guard, or clean up Lucien’s mess...” 


Caleb said nothing, unsure if anything bore saying. He didn’t move, however, had not been 
dismissed. Beauregard regarded him for a moment, head cocking to the side. “You can talk to 
her again, if you want.” 


Caleb drew in a sharp breath, holding it as he looked up at her warily. 


“T mean it. I won’t be mad, I won’t tell him. Earlier I- Look, I’ve got... my own things, okay. 
And getting information for Zeenoth... I’ve done it too many times in the past and I wasn’t in 
the best mind set. I’m sorry if I hurt you.” 


Caleb was staring now, something he knew he needed to do something about because that 
was certainly not tolerated. But Beau just kept speaking. 


“You know your own limits, so as long as you can cast the spell again later, whenever the hell 
Zeenoth decides to get back to us, then just... talk to her as much as you want.” 


Oh, he wanted. He wanted badly, but Caleb hesitated. It sounded too good to be true, there 
had to be some catch. The Cobalt Soul didn’t grant favors for nothing, and this felt very much 
like a favor for how badly Caleb desired it. He little enough reserves of magic, but he could 
probably spare at least one message spell. 


“Seriously, it’s fine.” Beau pressed, tone coming out even gentler. 


Caleb looked away, backing up a step. He could not hope the offer would be extended to him 
again, and it hurt to turn down the opportunity. It was an offer, not an order, but refusing still 
terrified him. But he could not trust Beau, not with this. Not with Astrid. 


It would also not be wise to push his luck. Exhausting his ability to cast would not bode well 
for either himself or Astrid. He based his denial on this, hoping that Beau would take no 
offense. “I thank you, for the opportunity. I do not think my abilities would last should I do 
so, however.” 


“Okay.” Beau nodded, accepting it with ease. “I’ll be here, if he gets back to you, this exact 
spot. Why don’t you go rest or something. You’ve done more than enough. I’1l make it up to 
you sometime, alright?” 


Caleb nodding, taking her words as dismissal. He wouldn’t go far, wouldn’t be going back to 
Caduceus even if that was what he probably should do. Caduceus wouldn’t likely take 
offense, and even if he should become upset, Caleb knew by this point that the cleric wasn’t 
the type to become angry about it. 


Instead, Caleb retreated to his room. It was a deck above this one, the room his and his alone, 
with the pack Alphas rooms on all sides of it. Molly’s trail led there, into the room the 
Tiefling and Fjord shared. Fjord also had the captain’s quarters, technically, but he spent a lot 
of time with Molly down here too. 


Caleb went to his own room, sitting on the bed and pulling his knees to his chest as he tucked 
himself against the wall in a small ball. His head was beginning to hurt, an unfortunately 
familiar feeling from having used too much arcane energy. A few more spells and he would 
be done. 


Rest, as Beauregard had ordered him to get, would be the solution to that problem, but rest 
was not so easily found. For all he held no care or sympathy for the pirate they’d captured, 
he’d no desire to inflict pain on the man for himself. It brought back too many memories of 
being forced to do the same at Zeenoth’s orders to Astrid. With Zeenoth’s demand that 
Beauregard use his abilities, Astrid had been in the balance enough that Caleb would never 
have dared refuse the order. 


Rest eluded him also due to the knowledge that Zeenoth would be in contact with Beau again 
today. Likely with orders, possibly with long ones, and Caleb worried he would not have the 
strength to cast the message spell as often as was required. 


At least the rest of them were still pleased with him, Caleb told himself. He closed his eyes, 
leaning to rest his head on his knees. He was so very tired and thinking of the rest of the 
packs pleasure at him was... much more relaxing. It didn’t quite detract from the stress of 
waiting for Astrid’s voice again, but it helped. 


Chapter End Notes 


This is leading to a place no one will like, but you'll love to hate it, and I am so thrilled 
the idea occurred to me. So, hang in there ya'll, a holiday is coming and | don't have 
much else to do but let my obsession with writing this story run rampant. 


Also, to the concerns of those that may think the Nein jumped to torture a little too 
quick, the blame lays firmly on Zeenoth's training of Beau (poor thing) and Lucien's just 
being Lucien and upset someone touched his Omega again. *shrugs* 
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Astrid’s voice woke Caleb from his nightmares, his stomach in a twist, nausea curling inside 
thanks to the short sleep and quick awakening. His mind swam trying to reconcile what time 
it was, soon supplying that it was well after noon and the day would be turning to evening 
soon. Hours had passed but, when Caleb took stock of his own energies, it was not enough. 
Not for the orders that Astrid passed to him. 


“Have your Omega bring you to Nicodranas. I will have the means for your return to the 
Nein. We will discuss the new contract.” 


The orders were like a waking version of his nightmares, a task impossible to him. He curled 
up tightly on the cot, whining high in his throat as he tried not to cry. Caleb’s hands clenched, 
nails digging painfully into his skin. His voice was thick with tears as he replied, speaking 
only to Astrid. He had no reply for Zeenoth, nothing acceptable. 


“I’m sorry. Astrid, I’m sorry, I can’t. I have used too much magic today, I’m sorry. I’m so 
sorry.” 


Caleb was greeting with silence for too long, his heart sinking at what the denial of Zeenoth’s 
wishes would mean for Astrid. He could not protect her, could not help her. He should have 
been more careful, more selective on how he used his spells. It was his fault, his fault she 
would be hurt. Always his fault. 


“The morning then. Have him message me before transporting you.” 


Caleb sagged with relief, grateful for Astrid, her quick covering of his own breakdown. It 
sounded as if she had responded as Beau, that Zeenoth had accepted the change of time as 
coming from the Expositor rather than Caleb’s own failure. “Danke, Astrid. We will be there, 
I will be there, I promise. Danke.” 


Whatever it took, he would be there. 


Caleb was exhausted all over again, the short rest feeling nullified after that exchange. He 
curled his coat tighter over his shoulders, scooting closer to the wall to brace against it. The 
Nein had proven more than once they would not enter his assigned quarters without his 
express saying, and he had little reason to doubt they would continue that. 


Caleb closed his eyes, heart rate slowing as he began to calm. It was easier to think now that 
some of the pressure was off. He needed to figure out what he would tell Beauregard, how he 
would convince her to follow Zeenoth’s orders. He’d promised Astrid, she had told Zeenoth 
that they would be there. He could not, would not, let her down. 
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Caleb found Beauregard the next morning, seeking her out the moment his eyes opened from 
sleep. He’d gotten mostly through his plan to convince the Alpha, most of his doubts and 
worries coming from the whether the rest of the pack would allow it even if he could 
convince the monk. Fjord would disagree, certainly, and Molly. But it would be dangerous in 
more ways than one for any of them to accompany himself and Beau. 


Beauregard was with Yasha and Jester, the monk seeming much more at ease than the 
previous day. She was reclined against Jester’s legs, the cleric sitting on the cot while Beau 
was on the floor. Yasha was flipping through a notebook, a nostalgic expression on her face. 


“going to keep him?” Jester was asking, running fingers through Beau’s hair as she pulled it 
into the monk’s usual tie. “I mean, it is kind of awkward having a pirate at the bottom of the 
ship. And Molly’s being all- Oh! Hey Caleb, good....” 


Jester trailed off as Caleb walked into the room, the Omega dropping to his knees in front of 
Beau. He lowered himself down, half bowing respectfully. “I beg forgiveness, Alpha. High 
Curator Zeenoth messaged last evening requesting I transport you to Nicodranas. He has 
means of returning us to the Nein. I... I had not the ability last night, I am sorry. I agreed to 
bring you this morning at his instruction.” 


Caleb steeled himself to continue, unsure how wise it would be. Yet he needed her to know of 
the deception, it was more dangerous to keep her in the dark. She may point it out to Zeenoth 
on purpose, but he could not think of a way that it would benefit her. She could punish Caleb 
at any time, no excuses needed, and he did not think she cared enough about Astrid to wish 
her harm. 


More likely, Beau would end up revealing the lie simply by not knowing what messages had 
been sent. By not knowing there was something to cover up. Caleb would do what it took for 
Beau to agree. “He does not know that it was not you who answered.” 


Beauregard sighed, pulling herself up to her feet. “Come one then, we should go talk to the 
others.” 


“Molly is guarding the pirate.” Yasha provided, putting away her book and standing as well. 
“We can fill him in later then.” 


“He won’t like that at all.” Jester warned, not looking or sounding very repentant about that 
fact. “He won’t like this plan at all.” 


“He’ll like it a hell of a lot better than if Lucien shows up and gets in the middle of it.” Beau 
reasoned, leading the way out into the hall and towards the stairway up. She scanned the deck 


looking for Fjord once they were up the stairs. Beau wasn’t so much worried about Caduceus 
or Veth. While neither would like the plan, they wouldn’t go quite as bat shit crazy like the 
Alpha bonded to the Omega she was going to (in essence) be taking away from them. 


Jester, Yasha, and Caleb all trailed her as she made a bee-line for the warlock, unashamedly 
interrupting his discussion with Orly. Of course his gaze found Caleb first, Fjord fighting to 
tear his attention to Beauregard. 


“Hate to interrupt, but there’s been an addition to the plan.” Beau stated, jerking her thumb 
towards Caleb. “Zeenoth wants to see us, he’s got some way for us to get back, so best guess 
is they struck some deal with the Marquis and need us to deal with the Revelry issue.” 


“T-t-that’ll be my cue to leave.” Orly drawled, respectfully lumbering away despite the 
evident curiosity. 


Fjord waited a moment, before asking Beau. “You’re sure you’!l get back here? I don’t like 
the idea of you stuck there.” 


“It would be both of us, me and Caleb, but yeah. It’s right up his alley to show up and take 
over negotiations. If they’ve struck a deal, there’s no way he could get the details over clearly 
talking through... through magic.” Beauregard explained, catching herself before she could 
reveal any currently unknown to the pack details about Caleb’s friend. “I don’t know how 
long it normally takes to learn new spells...” 


Beau glanced over at Caleb, the other four doing the same. He flushed, fingers picking at a 
loose thread of his coat as he answered. “A couple of hours, perhaps more if it proves 
complicated.” 


“So, you’ ll be back today?” Jester asked hopefully. 


Beau nodded. “With any luck, yes. See if you can keep that Archduke alive, and around, until 
we get back. If Zeenoth’s got any specific questions or we need more specific information, it 
would be nice not to have to hunt down another pirate.” 
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Caleb messaged Zeenoth before beginning the circle, passing along the reply when it came. 
Astrid would meet them at the circle and bring them to where Zeenoth was staying. Beau 
nodded in agreement, not really sure how that interaction was going to go. She was very 
curious about Astrid, but she also knew how protective Caleb was over her. Last time she’d 
said Astrid’s name he’d thrown fire, Beau worried what would happen when she actually met 
the other. 


“We’re going back to Luten’s house, right?” Beau asked, watching Caleb writing out runes 
onto the floor. 


“Yes, Beau.” Caleb replied, glancing up at her briefly. 


Beau nodded, feeling too anxious and paranoid. She was fidgeting, stopping as soon as she 
noticed, but a few more runes into the circle Beau realized she was doing it again. Asking 
questions hadn’t worked as a distraction, just made things more awkward. 


The problem was that Beau hadn’t had to deal with Zeenoth one on one for months. The Nein 
had reported to Zeenoth before, had dealt with him over various jobs given to them by the 
crown. Zeenoth was one of the stronger points of connection to the king, was who most of 
their assignments came from. The last time she’d spoken to the High Curator alone had been 
telling him she was staying with the Nein. He’d taken it well enough, but that had been due to 
his own plans to use her to control them. 


Not that it had worked out, but- 
“Alpha?” 


Beau blinked, focusing on Caleb and the now glowing circle. Right. Time to go. She stepped 
into the circle, the light flashing around her, and in the next moment she found herself 
standing in Luten’s teleportation room once more. One more flash of light and Caleb was 
beside her. It was much the same as last time she’d been here, though the room was bare but 
for the crystals that were still embedded into the wall. 


Beauregard tensed seeing movement at the doorway, a female stepping forward. She slid in 
front of Caleb slightly, shifting into a defensive stance. It was only when the stranger bowed 
that Beau began to relax, recognizing her posture as one Caleb had adopted far too often 
around any of the pack Alphas. 


Astrid, Beau would guess, though Caleb made no introduction. She was obviously Omega, 

silent and submissive, though with fewer injuries than Beau would have thought. She was a 
little shorter than Caleb, hair cropped short and a sandy blonde in color. She wore the robes 
of the Assembly, far better dressed than Caleb had been when he was delivered to them. 


Either Caleb had belonged to some especially cruel owners, or Zeenoth had a higher standard 
for his Omega’s appearance. Or it might be both, Beauregard wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like she 
had ever had the slightest bit of interest in what Zeenoth did on his own time. Or any time, so 
long as he wasn’t around her. 


Astrid bowed to her, speaking in a near whispered tone. “Expositor Beauregard, welcome. If 
you would please follow, Iam to guide you to where Master Zeenoth is residing.” 


Beau nodded, beginning to follow as Astrid turned and began walking away. She made it 
about four steps before realizing Caleb wasn’t following, the mage standing still with his 
hands behind him. “Come on, Caleb.” 


Thankfully, Caleb stepped forward to catch up to her, keeping in step as she resumed 
following Astrid. Beau wasn’t sure what that had been about, but good enough that he was 
moving now. Astrid led them out of Luten’s house, winding her way through the busy 
morning streets. Beau tensed recognizing the path leading toward the Chateau. She really 
didn’t want to force Caleb back there, and she really didn’t like the idea of their home away 
from home housing that bastard Zeenoth. 


Much to her relief, and Caleb’s if the quiet breath he let out was any indication, they 
continued past the ornate building. Zeenoth was staying near a three towered orange and 
yellow stone compound. His residence was separated from the larger building by guard 
barracks, Zhelezo coming and going actively at the current time of day. 


Astrid brought them to a study, opening the door for them and following them in behind. She 
bowed to them again as she spoke. “Master will be with you shortly.” 


Beauregard expected her to leave at that, but she only stepped back and stood quietly to the 
side. Caleb was doing much the same, still and silent. He wasn’t even looking around at their 
surroundings, or even at Astrid. Beau stayed beside Caleb, already finding it a little too hard 
to hold onto herself, to not just... disconnect. 


The room itself was pretty bland. Right up Zeenoth’s alley when it came to décor. Not that 
his was likely a permanent place, Zeenoth preferred staying at the capital. Closer to the seat 
of power. There was a desk, an inkwell and paper sitting atop the dark wood, with a simple 
chair beside it. The banners on the walls bore the symbol of Nicodranas, a colorful rug 
stretched across the floor in the center of the room, and a set of doors closed on the wall 
opposite the desk. Other than that, there was nothing else of note in the room. 


Zeenoth did not keep them waiting long, the High Curator emerging from the doors some 
five minutes later. His delicate features and long curled blonde hair belied the threat he posed, 
the violence he was capable of. Caleb had never feared a beta as much as he feared this man. 


Caleb knelt on the floor as Zeenoth entered the room, bowing his head and putting his hands 
flat on his thighs as he had been taught. Every line of him expressed submission, obedience 
to the lessons taught. He knew better than to look up, though Caleb wanted nothing more 
than keep an eye on the interaction between Beauregard and Zeenoth. 


Astrid moved over to the High Curator’s side after closing the doors behind him, keeping her 
head bowed, eyes cast submissively down. She stayed at heel to him as Zeenoth walked over 
to Caleb and Beau, stopping in front of Caleb first. Caleb bowed forward respectfully, 
waiting until the High Curator dropped a scroll on the ground before sitting back up. 


“Learn this.” Zeenoth ordered curtly. 
“Yes, High Curator.” Caleb replied respectfully, accepting the scroll with another bow. 


“Come, Beauregard, we have much to discuss.” Zeenoth said lightly, turning and walking 
away from the two Omega’s. 


Beau spared a glance for Caleb as she began to follow, watching the wizard stand up and turn 
to follow the Astrid. She led him over to the desk in the room, organizing some ink and 
papers before stepping to the side. Caleb sat, taking out one of his spell books and beginning 
to write. 


There was no time for further observation as Beau followed Zeenoth, nor care for either of 
the Omega’s as Beau locked her emotions behind a wall of indifference. This might not be a 


training session, but some habits were too hard to break, especially under the expectant eye of 
the one who had taught them to her. 
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“Expositor Beau allows me speak to you, has the High Curator done the same?” Caleb asked 
quietly once they were alone, not pausing in his transcription of the spell. He did not know 
how long he was being given to learn it, but he knew it would likely not be enough either 
way. 


Astrid shook her head silently, shifting her stance beside him just enough so that her side 
touched him. She glanced toward the door the two monks had left through, a clear enough 
sign to Caleb that this action would have been forbidden. He leaned back against her anyway, 
lending as much comfort as he could. For her to bend or break a rule, she must have been 
more worried of his well being than usual. Caleb was regretting not taking Beau up on her 
offer the previous day, he could have reassured Astrid he was unharmed. 


Caleb spoke in her stead, quiet and soft. For a while, he spoke of the Nein, little more than 
what Zeenoth would have easily been able to find out for himself. He spoke of spells he 
dreamed of developing if ever given opportunity, he spoke of the one he currently attempted 
to learn. Caleb knew Astrid well enough that he could imitate her responses at times, adding 
in her piece of the conversation much to her amusement. It was a very one-sided 
conversation, but both relished the closeness either way. 


Astrid stayed with him the entire time they were alone. She never spoke, but at times when 
he was stuck on a connection between the runes of the spell, she would lean closer to silently 
point to where he had gone wrong. She still knew him well too, enough he never needed ask 
for help. She knew when he began to have trouble. 


“Always so much better at those types of weavings.” Caleb chuckled, fixing his mistake. 
Astrid hummed near inaudibly, amused, and Caleb filled in what he knew she would say. 
What she always had before. “Ja, ja, I should only change them after testing the cast.” 


The door across the room gave a low click, the only warning before it swung open, Zeenoth 
and Beauregard striding back into the room. 


Astrid shifted slightly as the two of them entered the room, moving marginally away from 
Caleb. A frown twitched across Zeenoth’s face, the man striding over and backhanding his 
Omega without even a moment hesitation. 


Caleb’s writing paused when Astrid yelped and fell, resuming at a quicker pace a breath later. 


Zeenoth clicked his fingers at Astrid, pointing to the far wall. He turned his attention away 
from the blond Omega as Astrid stood and followed his silent order, addressing Beauregard. 
“T have a new technique for you to learn, since there is time for it.” 


“What, you expected him to have finished by now?” Beau asked, scoffing with disbelief. 


Zeenoth lifted an eyebrow, looking Beau over. “Perhaps the training will do you good as 
well, if you have become so sentimental in such a short time.” 


Caleb paid no attention to the monk’s discussion, doubling his efforts on completing the 
transcription. Zeenoth’s words were rebuke enough Caleb knew it was his fault what was 
about to follow. The spell was complicated to copy, the work tedious with the original 
author’s explanation on how the arcane web folded together on itself. Caleb knew he would 
be required to cast this spell right after learning it, making the work that much more tedious 
with a need to practice manipulating bits and pieces of the arcane energy as he copied it to his 
book. 


Doing all of that while listening to Astrid be hit was not a new occurrence, but it never got 
easier no matter how many times it happened. Caleb hurried through the process, forgoing his 
usual preference of making his own notes along side the process of copying the original. 
Many times there were improvements to be made on a spell, if nothing else than to better 
match his own style of casting. He would refine the pages later, when Astrid was not being 
beaten for his sake. 


The ink of the scroll, before having exuded a magical shine, was now dull and empty as 
Caleb completed the transcription. He still rolled it back, tying it carefully before standing, 
then walked over to where Zeenoth stood instruction Beauregard. He hesitated for a moment, 
unsure to which he would be expected to report, to kneel for. In the end, however, he knew he 
belonged to the Nein. 


Caleb dropped down beside Beauregard, sitting on his heels submissively as he kept his eyes 
down. “I have completed the assigned task, Alpha.” 


Caleb’s stomach untwisted a little hearing Astrid slide down to kneel beside Zeenoth. The 
High Curator did not seem too interested in disciplining his Omega today it would seem. He 
did not normally let disobedience off so lightly. 


“And that task would be?” Beau questioned. 


Caleb answered quickly, not wanting to risk being the reason additional discipline was 
applied. Zeenoth was Beau’s superior, he was the High Curator. If he decided Caleb needed 
additional training, Caleb would receive it. “A spell that will allow you the ability to travel 
almost anywhere.” 


“You will want to obtain more details from him, but for now a sufficient explanation.” 
Zeenoth commented, already turning away from them. “I will be heading back to the capital 
soon. Once you’ve finished this mission you can either send me the artifact or bring it 
yourself.” 


Caleb knew a dismissal when he heard one, though he remained waiting for Beauregard’s 
orders. He glanced up at carefully, not at all reassured by the blank expression on Beau’s 
face. He stood as she stepped towards him, keeping his gaze down and waiting for the order. 


“Bring us back to the ship.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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Caleb could feel the wrongness in the weave the instant he released the spell, though it still 
wrapped around himself and Beauregard. The space around them compressed and shifted, no 
more than a blink of an eye passing before they were thrown heavily onto the cold wet sand 
of a beach. 


Caleb grit his teeth against the unexpected pain, slowly trying to unfurl himself to get up. He 

flinched as he heard Beau call his name, sand scattering over him as she slid over beside him. 
He lifted an arm to protect his head, curling up again in an effort to spare the more vulnerable 
parts from any coming discipline for failing. 


Not only failing but causing harm as well. If the spell had hurt him, then Beauregard would 
not have avoided the same. 


He breathed out a frightened whine as Beau gripped his wrist, tugging his arm away while 
trying to push him flat. “Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry, please.” 


“Hey, calm down, breath, I’m not gonna hurt you.” Beau said, too quick and rough for him to 
really believe it. “Jeez, are you okay? What the hell was that?” 


“T h-h-had... cast the spell improperly, I-“‘ Caleb stammered, taking in a sharp breath as Beau 
succeeded in pushing him onto his back. He barred his neck in surrender, shivering as Beau 
ran her hands along his body, gentle at least. “I’m- I am sorry, I have- have never used that 
spell before, please.” 


“Tt’s fine.” Beau breathed out with a sigh, releasing Caleb and sitting back heavily in the 
sand. “It doesn’t seem like you’re hurt, not badly anyway. You had me worried.” 


Caleb sat up slowly, carefully in case he was misunderstanding the monk’s intent. He 
couldn’t stop shaking, adrenaline still coursing through him. He’d expected a beating for 
failing, but she hadn’t struck him even once. Sounded as if she had no intentions of doing so. 
If he were not mistaken, the Alpha was not even upset at his mistake. 


“Are... are you alright, Alpha?” Caleb asked, not entirely sure what the hell he was doing. 
Only that he was very grateful not to be in more pain, especially after watching the ‘training’ 
on Astrid. 


“Yeah, more or less. Physically, anyway. Gonna take a while to get over that visit...” Beau 
replied, grimacing. She paused for a long moment, looking away out to the water. “I’m sorry. 
About Astrid.” 


Caleb looked down at his hands, brushing at the coarse sand that stuck to them. Beauregard 
sounded sincere, truly meaning the apology. He’d never heard an Alpha, a monk, be so open 
and unguarded. There was always an aspect of guardedness to Beau, but it was missing in 
those words. And she hadn’t hit him. 


“She had no permission. To touch me. She would have been disciplined either way.” Caleb 
said softly. 


Beau tilted her head, confused. “She needed permission. From me?” 


“From the High Curator. I-“ Caleb paused in his clarification, tensing as he continued. “F- 
forgive me, I presumed that- that I would be allowed speak with her. I asked if- if she had the 
same permission, and she did not. That would extend to, ah, any- any interaction.” 


You don’t need permission, but yeah, it was fine you talked to her.” Beau assured. 


Caleb didn’t reply, simply looked away. He did need permission, most expressly when 
dealing with Zeenoth. But he’d exhausted his willingness to speak of the subject, more than 
repaid the debt he felt he owed having injured Beauregard. She was fine, physically she said, 
and he wasn’t willing to share anymore based on the gratitude he felt that she hadn’t punished 
him for messing up the spell. 


“Where are we?” Beau asked, standing up and dusting the sand from herself. 


Caleb followed suit, looking around at the beach. Not the most subtle in changing topic, but 
he was not going to complain. There wasn’t much around, just a long stretch of sand and 
water, dark green leaves of a jungle further inland. “I.... cannot be certain.” 


“Better here than the middle of the ocean I guess, so good job there.” Beau huffed. “Maybe 
we'll get lucky and we’re on Brokenbank. And unless time travel is part of that spell, we 
haven’t been gone that long. The ship should still be there.” 


“Do you... wish for me to fly us?” Caleb offered. 


Beau nodded, rolling her shoulders. “With any luck, dealing with the Archduke won’t take 
long and we’ll be ready to ship out again.” 


Transforming into his giant eagle form was simple enough, even with having used the new 
spell he had magic enough left. Could even attempt the teleport should it turn out they were 
on a completely different island. 


Beauregard climbed on Caleb’s back, grabbing a fist full of feathers to keep her balance as he 
took off. She had enough experience flying with Jester to know how not to hurt him, and he 
didn’t tend to do unexpected barrel rolls for fun. 


She let Caleb pick the direction, it wasn’t like she had a clue anyways, and simply kept an 
eye out for any familiar land formation. 


The sight of a far away settlement had just started clarifying into view when Caleb drifted 
down to land, apologizing the moment his spell dropped. Beau had no idea how to reassure 
him it was fine, that she wasn’t one to hold him to doing something that was literally 
impossible. She wasn’t even given the chance to try, Caleb retaking his avian form in 
between breaths to apologize. 


Beauregard stroked the feathers along his neck gently, trying to convey the sentiment 
anyway. And it couldn’t hurt to show Caleb that she wasn’t interested in hitting him or 
causing him pain. He only chirped, shifting restlessly before crouching down even lower for 
her. Realizing she probably wasn’t getting her point across at all, was likely making things 
worse to be honest, Beau hauled herself back onto Caleb’s back. 


This next casting allowed them to reach the settlement, the familiar curve layout of the 
buildings proving that it was, indeed, Brokenbank. Beau didn’t see their ship out on the water 
or the docks. She could only guess that Caleb didn’t see the Southern Squall either, the mage 
banking out towards the outskirts of the settlement just like he had when they’d first arrived 
here. 


“Alright, I guess message Jester and see where they are...” Beau said once they’d landed and 
Caleb was back to his original form. She trailed off, frowning slightly as she watched Caleb 
draw out the necessary components. He was anxious again, nearly as badly as at the beach. 
She’d hoped that their little talk had helped that, but... 


Caleb stood there, wire in hand, eyes down, waiting like so many times when she had to 
report to Zeenoth. He was shaking, like that first time, just standing rather than on his knees. 
Beau ground her teeth, frustration rising in her chest. It was so much like starting over and it 
sucked. All because of damned Zeenoth wanting to... fucking punish his Omega. For 
something the man had been annoyed at Caleb for. 


It wasn’t something she could change though, so she pushed away the frustration. If she was 
starting over, getting frustrated would just send the wrong message to Caleb. First thing first, 
reassure Caleb she wasn’t about to hurt him. Then find someone he was comfortable with so 
he wouldn’t be stuck terrified with her. 


“Hey, Caleb.” Beau began, trying to make her voice gentle. “They’re probably in the harbor 
getting supplies and we just missed them. You’re doing fine, we’ll get back to the others 
soon, okay?” 


Beau inched forward as she spoke, reaching out slowly even though Caleb wasn’t looking up 
from the ground at all. He tensed as she touched his shoulder, almost flinching away before 
going still. She took that as a good sign, carefully moving closer until she was nearly curled 
around one side of him. “It’s just Jester, okay?” 


Caleb nodded silently, still shaking as he lifted the wire to his lips to speak. “Jester, Exp- ... 
Beau and- and I have returned to Brokenbank. Where... might we find you?” 


Beauregard was immensely pleased to hear him specifically use her name rather than title. 
Maybe she wasn’t starting from scratch after all. Her name from him was proof enough this 
shit show of a day wasn’t throwing them back to square one. 


“Fjord is meeting with Brigdon to negotiate delivery and payment. She asks if you have 
additional need of him.” Caleb said evenly, not at ease but certainly more familiar with this 
type of interaction. 


Beau shook her head. ““We shouldn’t, not with what info Zeenoth gave me. Give me a map 
and I can point us in the right direction. No idea what we’ll find there, but those are the 
current orders. Ill... explain it to everyone later, don’t worry about trying to send all that. 
Just, no we don’t need the pirate anymore.” 


Caleb dutifully repeated her words, condensed into the pertinent information rather than the 
inane ramblings. 


“Come on.” Beau said once Caleb had finished, shifting away from him and leading the way 
towards the main part of the settlement. “They’re probably at that warehouse, we can meet 
them there.” 


“Caleb!!” 


Jester’s excited shout greeted them as Caleb and Beau approached the warehouse. Much as 
before, the majority of the pack were simply waiting around outside. The cleric darted 
towards them, all but pouncing on the mage. 


Beauregard pretended to pout, though she was relieved to see them. The journey here hadn’t 
exactly been a relaxing one. Caleb had been tensed the entire time, skittish to every motion 
around him. He had stayed in perfect step at her heel the entire time, eyes down though Beau 
could tell he was too hyper aware of her beside him. 


To his credit, Caleb only flinched a little as Jester flung her arms around him, bearing the 
attention with good grace as Jester near smothered him with affection. “Did everything go 
okay? You’re not hurt are you? Do you need any healing, or food, or a drink, or-“ 


“He might need some room to breathe, Jester.” Caduceus chided gently. 
“Oh! Caleb, I’m sorry, I was-“ Jester apologized, beginning to pull away from him. 


Caleb surprised them all as he let out a low whine of distress, the mage reaching out and 
grabbing Jester to keep her close. 


Jester immediately wrapped her arms back around him, hugging Caleb tightly. “It’s okay, Pll 
stay, don’t worry. And just, even though you don’t have any perfume this time, you can 
totally still act however you want and if anyone gives you shit, we’ll beat them up for you.” 


Beau snorted, though very much agreed. She hadn’t thought about that being an issue, but she 
supposed that Caleb was more at ease now that they were back with the others. She’d thought 


he’d been so anxiously afraid because he’d been alone with her. It was a nice thought that 
maybe it wasn’t entirely her fault that he was terrified. 


“So, where’s Yasha and Molly?” 


“Yasha is with Fjord, in there.” Veth explained, pointing toward the warehouse. “Molly 
stayed back on the ship.” 


“He okay?” Beau asked, brow furrowing. She knew that he hadn’t liked using Lucien to 
question the Archduke and he hadn’t been doing so great afterword. Especially because 

Caleb had shown up and seen him like that. She was doubly worried when none of them 
immediately answered. “Cad?” 


Caduceus looked over at Caleb briefly, a clear enough sign. “He feels guilty mostly, and 
frustrated. Lucien has always bothered him, it’s just worse now.” 


Caleb wasn’t paying any attention to the conversation going on around him, at least not 
beyond learning where the other Alphas of the pack were located. He was both disappointed 
and glad that they were all currently busy. 


He wasn’t sure how to deal with his current feeling of relief at being back with the pack. Not 
to mention the fact that he’d reached out to hold Jester when she’d made to move away. And 
none of them had been upset at him for it. If anything, Jester was thrilled. It had been blind 
panic, instinct demanding the safety and protection of the pack. 


After the whole ordeal with Zeenoth, with the Archduke, with Astrid being disciplined, Caleb 
just... didn’t feel safe. He never did, normally, but Jester’s arms around him and the scent of 
pack. The lingering scent of the two Alphas he was bonded to... it had helped. It wasn’t like 
him to be so clingy, but when Jester had tried to move away he just... reacted. 


Jester let him lean inter her, one hand brushing his hair from his face in a way that was nice, 
but... missing something. “Do you want to go back to the ship, Caleb? Maybe get some 
rest?” 


“Ts that spell you learned that difficult?” Beau asked, drawing his attention. 


“It is one of the more advanced in my spell books.” Caleb replied, shifting a little to see her 
better. “I can cast it again today, if you have need?” 


“No, I don’t, that’s-“ Beau stopped as the door to the warehouse opened, an annoyed looking 
Fjord walking out with Yasha a step behind. He caught sight of Beau first, frowning as he 
quickly swept the area. It took him a second, but he relaxed as soon as he saw Caleb. 


“Good news I hope?” Fjord asked, heading back toward the docks as the rest of the Nein fell 
in step beside him. 


“Tt’s not bad news.” Beau shrugged, watching with amusement as Jester pouted because 
Caleb migrated from her to Fjord. The Omega didn’t tuck himself against Fjord’s side like he 


had Jester, but he was definitely sticking closer than the last time they’d waked through these 
streets. 


“So, we’re getting rid of the baggage?” Beau asked, slipping over to Jester and comforting 
her mate with a quick kiss. 


Fjord nodded. “Unless you need him...?” 


“T already asked and it’s A-Okay to get paid!” Jester cheered, perking up quickly enough to 
give Fjord a thumbs up. 


Fjord snorted, shaking his head in amusement. “Thanks Jes.” 


“We need to go southeast, I think.” Beau told them, the crowd around them growing thicker 
as they approached the docks. “When we can leave. I’ Il point out the island we need to get to 
on the map. And I’ll explain the details when we’ve got some privacy.” 


“We should leave as soon as possible.” Fjord grunted, unconsciously pulling Caleb closer to 
his side. “We’re not unloading or loading goods and the dock master has been riding our case 
since we made port. I was hoping Jester might turn our friend into a turtle again, then you 
could run him back to Brigdon? The ship should be ready to sail by the time you get back.” 


“Am I sticking around to explain, or just chucking a turtle at them?” Beau snorted, grinning. 


“Explain a little.” Fjord chuckled. “Or at least punch the turtle to turn it back. After that, it’s 
not our problem. Bridgon didn’t exactly want to hear details.” 


Soon enough, the Southern Squall came into view, the few sailors still employed with them 
milling about. As Fjord had said, there wasn’t anything to load or unload, so they didn’t have 
anything to do. They knew the ship wouldn’t be docked long, so they didn’t have time to go 
explore the settlement either. 


Once back on board, Veth and Caduceus convinced Caleb to get some food and sleep, none 
of them even remotely believing him when he said he was fine. Beau and Fjord helped Jester 
with polymorphing the Archduke, the monk taking the turtle and jogging back off the ship. 
Jester vanished soon after and Fjord hoped, and assumed, that she had gone to take care of 
Caleb. 


Fjord wanted nothing more than to do the same, but someone had to get the ship moving. 
Orly was more than capable, but at a certain point the sailors were going to expect him to act 
like a captain. He wouldn’t maintain their respect if he ignored those responsibilities. And out 
on the ocean that would be dangerous, more to Caleb than the rest of them. 


After that, he still couldn’t go to Caleb. Fjord was worried about Molly, and the Tiefling 
didn’t have the benefit of Jester, Cad, and Veth doting on him. Not that they hadn’t tried, but 
Molly was currently hiding and beating himself up over things that weren’t his fault. Fjord 
had been trying to think of how to help him, but the only thing he could come up with was 
Caleb. 


Except that wouldn’t really work if the mage was still scared of Molly. And Molly very 
clearly remembered Caleb being terrified, still felt bad about the whole act back at the 
pirate’s keep, and he was just... struggling. Molly didn’t say anything, but Fjord could tell 
that Lucien was fighting him more often, trying to take control. 


Fjord sighed, putting those and all other worries on the back burner as he began rounding up 
the crew to get the ship ready to set sail. Once out on the water, the pack would get together 
and hear the full story from Beau and they’d figure it out from there. 


New Mission 
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“Molly, come on. Beau’s got news, you should be there to hear it.” 


Fjord sighed at the silence that greeted him. Molly had squirrelled himself away the moment 
the Archduke wasn’t their problem anymore, and even now that they were well to sea again 
he refused to come down. The Tiefling’s tail hung down from the support beams of the ship, 
swaying slightly with the motion of the boat. 


“And scare Caleb the whole time? After all he’s had to witness, to go through, these past two 
days?” Molly asked bitterly, turning away and curling up on the makeshift bedroll he’d 
fashioned up there. Yet another sore point for Fjord, that Molly had abandoned their room in 
favor of staying alone. Keeping Lucien away from him had been the excuse. 


Keeping Lucien away from Caleb more like. 


Fjord bit back a sigh, scratching his head as he considered how to go forward. This wasn’t 
like back at home, he couldn’t just use magic to jump up to Molly. For one, because 
somehow the Tiefling had not only climbed his way up into the rigging of the ship’s interior, 
but he’d managed to balance a bedroll in one of the intersections of the beams. When Molly 
decided to hide away from everyone, he was nearly as good at it as Beau. 


Except he never hid himself away from everyone. He was the most social individual that 
Fjord knew. 


“He’s not afraid of you Molly, he’s just...” Fjord hesitated, unsure how to explain it without 
lying. 


“Yes, he is.” Molly huffed, finally turning over to sit upright, feet dangling. “He was afraid of 
me at the keep. I hurt him, let him be hurt. And we’ve just let him go back to one of the 
bastards that’s not only hurt him before, but is bad enough that even Beau is scared of him. 
Hell, I would be scared of us if I were him.” 


“Jester is with him, was cuddling him like a teddy bear when I came out of the warehouse. 
He’ll be fine, Mols, I’m more worried about you right now, actually.” Fjord cajoled, earning 
himself a scowl. Still, it was better than the passive refusal to do anything. “With everyone 
there, he’ll be fine. Remember Marion said being around him as a pack would be good for 
him? Help him learn to trust us?” 


“That’s not exactly what she said.” Molly pointed out, dropping down beside Fjord, much to 
the warlock’s relief. 


“Tt’s near enough. Please come join us?” Fjord held out a hand, trying not to let on how hurt 
he felt when Molly looked away. 


“Sit with me for a while?” Molly asked, looking back up at Fjord. “Until he goes away? He’s 
been... a headache since Caleb left. Maybe he’ll get the hint that Caleb’s back and go away.” 


“Of course.” Fjord agreed quickly, more than happy to have time to spend with Molly. The 
past week had been scarce on time to spend with him alone. “I don’t think we’ll fit in your 
new room though.” 


Molly snorted, glancing up. “Guess we’ll have to see if you remember how to cuddle 
properly. You’re overdue for a quiz on that.” 


Fjord chuckled, opening his arms and purring when Molly stepped into them. He kissed the 
Tiefling’s temple, praying to the Wildemother that Lucien would just... back off for a while. 
Let Molly rest and be himself for a time. He wasn’t used to going back and forth so often. 
Neither was Lucien, if his short temper the last time was any indication. 


Fjord gladly let Molly boss him as to how to cuddle him correctly. It was a win all around. 
Molly got to be more in control and Fjord got to hold him and be close to him. The slow 
motion of the ship was a comfort to him, Molly curling up in his arms a cherry on top. 


“Just give Caleb some time.” Fjord advised after a few minutes of peaceful quiet. “He’s 
doing a lot better than when we first met him. He’s scared, but it’s not as bad.” 


Molly grumbled, but Fjord could tell it was all for show. The bloodhunter was just being 
stubborn and reluctant to say Fjord was right. Pouting, but in the adorable Molly way, rather 
than the actual down on himself and hating every breath kind of way. 


“Tf he’s hanging out with Jester, that’s probably a good thing.” Molly sighed eventually, 
pulling away from Fjord though he kept hold of the warlock’s hand. “Let’s go hear what 
Zeenoth wanted. Just don’t make Caleb come sit with us if he’s comfortable with Jester, 
okay?” 


“T’ll do my best.” Fjord chuckled. His humor was quick to fade because... honestly, he had 
no idea how to do that. Caleb had left Jester to come to his side on the walk back from the 
warehouse and had done it on his own. Fjord had said nothing. Short of actually telling Caleb 
not to move, there wasn’t much Fjord could do if Caleb repeated the action here. 


They met the others in the storage hold of the ship, choosing this area as it was less likely 
they’d be interrupted by any of the crew. The rest of the Nein were already waiting on them, 
chatting quietly to each other. Veth and Jester were anyway, the others just quietly waiting. 


Caleb was curled into Jester, the blue Tiefling having made a sort of chair out of boxes and 
bags of rice. It was enough for her and Caleb to sit in together with space beside. Caduceus 
took up that extra space. The Firbolg was, for once, forgoing his preference of maintaining 


personal space to press closely beside the Omega. He sat on the other side of Caleb and 
effectively sandwiched the mage between himself and Jester. Veth was in front of the three of 
them, keeping Caleb completely surrounded. 


Fjord couldn’t help but be a little jealous, though he was careful to hide it. Caleb looked 
beyond comfortable, blinking slowly enough that he looked close to falling asleep. Fjord 
made no move to leave Molly’s side or call Caleb to them, as he’d promised, even though he 
very much wanted it to be him and Molly curled protectively around the Omega. 


Molly was very specifically not looking at Caleb, simply kept close at Fjord’s side as they 
found a place in the gathered circle of the pack. The scent of calm Omega helped eased some 
of the tension from his shoulders at least, and it helped that Caleb only looked at their 
entrance briefly before relaxing back against Jester. 


From the way Molly kept rubbing his temple, Beau would guess he had a massive headache 
thanks to the uppity bastard living inside his skull with him. The monk looked over at Yasha 
beside her, the larger Alpha shaking her head in a short movement. No Lucien since 
yesterday then, so that was a plus. 


“Zeenoth was in charge of the negotiations with the Marquis of Nicodranas.” Beauregard 
began, jumping right in. There was no reason to dance around the subject. “They’ve made a 
deal and we’ve got our assignment.” 


She took a breath, centering herself on the here and now, the solid comfort of Yasha as her 
mate scooted a little closer. It was always difficult recounting things, even with the Nein. It 
was too similar to reporting to Zeenoth, even though she knew they didn’t hold her to those 
exacting standards. Didn’t care if she skipped details so long as they knew the grand scheme 
of what was going on. 

It wasn’t a test, it was safe. 


“Zeenoth’s staying near the Marquis place, and I didn’t see any other ambassadors or the 
usual entourage around, so best guess is that he’s the only one they sent.” Beauregard began. 
“We left Caleb in the study working on our ride back here, and me and Zeenoth talked in his 
office...” 
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Beauregard closed the door to Zeenoth’s study behind her, following him and standing at 
attention in front of his desk. This room was much the same as the prior, though decorated 
slightly more for comfort. There were some armchairs, bookshelves, and even some paintings 
on the walls. 


“Report.” Zeenoth ordered. 


Beauregard began at their arrival to Nicodranas, editing the information as needed when it 
came to the details involving Luten. Mostly she focused on details pertaining to questioning 
the Archduke. She knew that was what Zeenoth was really after, even if he insisted on 
hearing the details of the journey leading up to that point. 


“Your information matches what my own people have discovered.” Zeenoth said easily once 
she had finished. 


“Your own people?” Beau asked flatly. ““Why send us if you already had someone looking 
into it?” 


“Because that is what his majesty desired. He pays the Nein well and wants his money’s 
worth. It is up to you to direct the pack towards his goal. And, I think, he wanted to see how 
well they perform after the gift given them.” Zeenoth explained, beginning to unroll a map 
out on his desk. “Myself, I know the Nein’s methods of investigating. You have curbed their 
tendencies well this time, I am surprised at how close you mirror my own findings.” 


“Wasn’t exactly a lot of curbing to do this time.” Beau snorted, though the expression lacked 
emotion. She drew closer, peering down at the map of the Lucidian Ocean. 


“The Omega was a success then?” Zeenoth guessed, glancing at her before digging out a 
dirty and somewhat singed parchment. “Dealt with correctly, he should give you leverage to 
direct the pack’s actions if needed. Fjord should be easier manipulated. And either 
Mollymauk or Yasha, which of them placed the other mark on his neck?” 


“Mollymauk.” Beau reported. 


“Hm.” Zeenoth hummed, handing her the parchment. “I was unaware two claims could be 
placed at one time. Interesting.” 


“It’s a blood hunter thing, so far as I know.” Beau said, trying to curve the conversation away 
from the Omega. It wasn’t a lie, not completely. She’d never heard of it happening until 
Lucien had brought it up either. “What’s this?” 


“Something I want you to find.” Zeenoth replied. 


Beauregard unfolded the parchment, being careful to keep the edges from flaking away. The 
most noticeable thing was a drawing of an eye, the language written around it not one she 
knew. The rest was in code. 


She glanced up at Zeenoth, waiting to see if he’d translated it already and would tell her what 
it was. It was always possible that he had and wanted her to do so as well, a test of skill. 


“Three of those exist, blessed by a demigod of some sort. Or so the message claims. With the 
information you had provided and my own investigations, I have struck a deal with the 
Marquis on behalf of his Majesty.” Zeenoth explained. 


“And it’s our job to do the grunt work, no change there.” Beau complained. 
Zeenoth sighed, looking over at her slowly. “You are always free to return to Rexxentrum.” 
Beauregard ground her teeth, looking away. Much as she hated him, firmly denying she was 


afraid of him, the cold truth of the matter was that Beau had no choice but to work with him. 
Her pack, her family, were too entrenched in him and the king to do anything else. It hadn’t 


ever been fun, not dealing with Zeenoth, but ever since Caleb... it felt more wrong than 
usual. Even the others feeling it as well. 


“So, what’s the deal? What needs done.” Beauregard asked, choosing to ignore Zeenoth’s 
offer completely. He knew she didn’t want to come back to Rexxentrum, the offer just a 
warning. 


“Bring me one of those artifacts. Or more, if you find them, but the Marquis believes that 
having one of these will prevent the Revelry from controlling whatever beast these things 
release.” 


“Got a starting point? I don’t know if our prisoner has any more information, but we didn’t 
question along this line.” Beauregard stated, gesturing to the parchment she still held. 


“The Sunken Isles. There is supposed to be a temple. You should find what we need there.” 
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Beauregard leaned back as she finished recounting her meeting with Zeenoth, glancing over 
at where Caleb was curled into Jester. He was still as comfortable as before, no added anxiety 
hearing her speak about Zeenoth. Probably thanks to the fact that Beau left out the part about 
Astrid. She was still adamant not to break any trust between her and Caleb. 


And the Omega looked comfortable and calm, she’d rather not upset him. 


Fjord was giving the three Beta’s very jealous glances, even if he tried to hide it, but he made 
no move to leave Molly’s side or call Caleb to them. Instead, he tore his gaze away from 
those four, focusing his attention on Beau. 


“How did you get back here so quickly? I thought Caleb needed one of those circles?” Fjord 
asked. 


“Zeenoth gave him a new spell. Hurt like a bitch landing though.” Beau explained. 


“Tf- if I may be allowed time to refine it, correct my notes, it- the spell sh-should not have 
done that.” Caleb explained slowly, voice a little sluggish at first, as if he’d been falling 
asleep. “It was an error, I can do better.” 


Jester hugged him a little closer, tail flicking restlessly. “It’s okay Caleb, new spells can be 
hard to learn.” 


“Take as much time as you need to fix it.” Fjord added gently. “There’s no rush.” 


Beauregard sighed, stretching and letting herself fall sideways onto Yasha. Caleb was leaning 
back against Jester again, apparently taking Fjord at his word. Or was too tired to get worked 
up. Understandable, Zeenoth could take a lot out of a person. 


“Anyway, point is we need to go to the Sunken Isles. Zeenoth’s certain that’s where we’ll 
find one of these artifacts.” 


Interim 
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Caleb had never been on the sea for this long, had never traveled for so many consecutive 
days either. A week journey to Brokenbank, now nearly the same amount of time passed here 
and their destination still a week’s journey off. It was different than during the war, those 
times of travel had been broken by battles, scouting, or... other things. He’d never been pain 
free this long either, discounting that which he’d brought upon himself with the Nein. 


He was fed, clothed, healthy, in possession of his spell books, and had been receiving 
constant praise, reassurance, and gentle touches from a vast majority of the pack. It really 
made no sense to Caleb why he should have been so restless these past two days. 


Currently, he was alone, working on correcting the spell that Zeenoth had given him. Yet 
another strange thing, the amount of time that passed before he had gotten around to fixing it. 
There had been no push for him to correct his mistake, no annoyance that he’d delayed. In 
truth, the only reason he had procrastinated was because Jester was so very gracious to let 
him stay near glued to her side. 


But the blue Tiefling had started ladening her jokes with a few too many innuendoes and Veth 
had suggested she go spent ‘quality time’ with Beau or Yasha. Even Caleb had chuckled at 
the near purple flush to her cheeks at the pointed comment. 


With Jester absent, Veth had invited him to join her at shouting orders to the cannon crew 
again. He agreed, feeling more restless. He had misgivings still, but it was preferable to 
staying with Caduceus. He liked the grave cleric, but he did not think he could settle well 
enough to bear the even calmness. 


Veth’s game was amusing, he supposed, or at least she and the crew seemed to find it fun. 
None of them seemed upset or wary of the little halfling barking orders at them about loading 
the cannon and firing it. They even followed said orders, up until the last. Generally (so 
Caleb was told), they were careful not to actually fire until at least one of them had heard the 
okay from Fjord. 


“It’s good drills.” One of them told Caleb, all the while maintaining careful distance from 
him. 


To each their own, but Caleb was still not a fan of the shouting. It lacked anger, true, but 
brought back unpleasant memories and sensations all the same. 


He left Veth to her game, the crew to their drills, and retreated to the top deck after stopping 
at his room to get some ink and paper. He found a secluded spot, not too secluded to be 
hidden in case anything should happen, but out of the way. There were a few crates that he 
moved around, making a sort of bench and table, then laid out his spell books to begin 
working. 


Thus here he had been for the past two hours, carefully rewriting and editing his notes on the 
teleportation spell. He could see where he had gone wrong in the casting, had not accounted 
for the unfamiliarity of the destination, nor had he held the thought of which specific ship. As 
simple as the spell was to cast, it required a great deal of intricate details. A spell which only 
practice and repetition would breed consistent success. 


He was very suddenly glad it had been the Nein and not any other owners that he’d needed 
learn this for. This wasn’t the first new spell he’d struggled with learning correctly the first 
time. It was nice having at least some evidence there wouldn’t be the same consequences 
with them. 


Caleb was nearing the end of the current section, working on refining the author’s notes to 
something more applicable to his own flavor of spellcasting, when a hand very suddenly 
clapped him on the shoulder. 


Caleb yelped in surprise, jerking back and away from the touch, and knocking against his 
makeshift table in the process. He registered quite a few things all at once; the heavy scent of 
perfume, the blonde hair, and ink splattering across his papers. 
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Caleb scowled at Marius, trying in vain to salvage his work. The ink was spreading slowly up 
the parchment, eating up his notes and staining the wood underneath. And he’d been so near 
the end of the page... He righted the inkwell, using some spare paper to try and blot at the 
spill. He gave up after a few moments, shooting another glare at the half-elf now stepping 
back and holding his hands up apologetically. 


It was a simple twist of magic to clean it, though unfortunately it wiped the entire page of 
ink; writings and all. An hour and more of work, of transcribing his notes into something 
more practicable, completely gone. At least the table had been nothing more than a crate, so 
there was nothing of value damaged. 


“Ts there something I can do for you, Marius?” Caleb asked, not bothering to mask his 
frustration. None of the pack nor crew were around in earshot, so he needn’t be careful how 
he spoke. 


“uh, no, sorry....” Marius apologized sheepishly, grabbing his own crate and sitting across 
opposite from Caleb. “I just... saw you on your own, thought I’d see if you were alright? I 
notice your pack’s back to being around you every second.” 


“Ja. Overwhelmingly sometimes. They are busy now, and I have been meaning to update the 
notes to this spell for the past few days, so here I am.” Caleb sighed, frowning down at the 
now blank page. It was overwhelming in that he wasn’t used to so many pleasant things. It 
wasn’t that he minded the pack being around him, he quite enjoyed it. Jester let him cling to 
her, Veth fussed over him, and Caduceus had a variety of tea that he was generous enough to 
share. Caleb was finding that he and the Firbolg had a fondness for the drink in common. 


Less pleasant was the distinct lack of any of the Alpha’s around him. Caleb wasn’t sure why 
it was so unpleasant, he’d have been thrilled to be left alone not even a month ago. Yet now it 


bothered him. 


“T can tell them to stop, if...” Marius said, Caleb’s attention snapping back to the other 
Omega as he began to stand. 


“Nein, no, are you crazy?” Caleb hissed, flushing red as Marius sat back down with an all too 
knowing smirk. “I'll not have you getting them upset at me.” 


Caleb could taste the lie even as the words left his mouth, knowing full well that Jester, Veth, 
and Caduceus wouldn’t become angry. Marius, the bastard, called him out on it too. 


“Come on, they like you, obviously. They won’t mind if you tell them they’re going 
overboard. I don’t know what happened, but I could tell they were worried.” Marius told him. 


“And you know that so certainly?” Caleb snorted, shaking his head. He had survived this 
long by being cautious, obedient and of use to those over him. The Beta’s had been worried, 
certainly, Veth had said that a few times. The Alpha’s of the pack however, he doubted. Even 
if the thought that Fjord or Molly had worried over him send a warm curl of pleasure through 
his chest. 


“T?ve seen how Lucien-“ 


“Molly.” Caleb corrected automatically. He knew from Jester that Molly was who had been 
around the past few days. Just as well, he knew neither Lucien nor Molly would like to be 
mistaken for the other. 


“Yeah, sure, Molly. I’ve seen how Molly and Fjord look at you. You could probably get away 
with literally anything.” Marius continued, unconcerned. “And don’t forget about all those 
threats to the crew about not touching you.” 


“True enough...” Caleb frowned, turning back to his spell book and brushing the page flat 
just to have something to do with his hands. Marius had a point, he supposed. There was so 
much that Caleb had done that would have very quickly gotten him punished by numerous 
Alphas in the past, yet had not with them. Failing at that spell had been met with no anger, 
even when he’d admitted it had been his own incompetence that had harmed Beauregard. 


While he had been around the beta’s most often since they’d left Brokenbank, it wasn’t 
exclusively. Fjord came by now and then, sometimes smelling strongly of Molly, other times 
not. Yasha and Beauregard were around more often than the pack leader, though Caleb 
attributed that to them wanting to spend time with Jester. She was always more cheerful when 
they were around. 


In fact, now that he let himself consider it, in the days since the pack had all gathered to 
discuss what had happened with Zeenoth, Caleb had not seen nor spoken to Molly at all. 
Caleb had been a little nervous to see the Tiefling during that meeting, but it had been Molly, 
no blood or anger to been found. And he’d allowed Caleb to remain with Jester at the time 
too. And Caleb hadn’t seen him since. 


It was like an itch under his skin, an irritation he’d been able to ignore and that was 
somewhat soothed each time Fjord came around. But... he kind of missed the blood hunter. 
Molly was like Jester, very free with touch and affection, even if as an Alpha there were 
conditions to be met. Probably, though again, based on his experience so far with these two 
particular Alphas, he didn’t need please them to receive a gentle touch. 


“T...believe Molly is avoiding me.” Caleb said slowly, half expecting Marius to roll his eyes 
at the idea. One had to have some modicum of authority to be worth avoiding, and that 
certainly wasn’t him. 


“You could... always just go talk to him and ask?” Marius responded instead. 


“Yes, because seeking out an Alpha who doesn’t want me around is just...” Caleb trailed off 
with a sign, unable to keep up the objection. Because now that Marius had said it, that’s what 
Caleb wanted. He wanted to find Molly, find Fjord, and just... He wasn’t sure what yet, but 
he felt drawn towards them. 


“Pretty sure I heard the captain and Beau talking about an intervention for Molly. Everybody 
knows he’s basically hiding in his room, but you didn’t hear it from me, you could probably 
find him there?” Marius advised. “I bet the captain would be happy if you got him out of 
there for a change.” 


Caleb shot Marius a glare, growling lowly, because that was cheating. If he’d have known 
Fjord was so worried about it, he would have tried to help out sooner. It was... he was their 
Omega, that was what he was given to them to be used for. Even if they didn’t use him in the 
traditional sense. 


“Not a word.” Caleb grumbled towards Marius, standing and gathering his things. The blonde 
Omega was looking too smug by half, and it hurt a little because of how much it reminded 
him of Astrid. He should try messaging her soon, make sure she was alright. If nothing else, 
that would test Beauregard’s sincerity. 


Caleb put his spell book back in its holster, dropping the ink and spare papers off at his own 
room, then walking to the second room over in search of the Alphas. 


He found the Tiefling holed up in his and Fjord’s room as Marius had said, Beauregard 
currently there as well. All three of them looked up at him as he cracked the door open to 
peek inside after knocking lightly. Fjord was the one to speak, sitting up from where he’d 
been leaning against Molly. “Caleb? Is everything alright?” 


“Ja, yes, Fjord, ah...” Caleb answered, feeling uncertainty creeping back in. Even having 
been warned that Fjord and Beauregard would be there, he still felt that instant unease at 
being surrounded by so many Alphas. And Molly did not look pleased to see him. Not 
displeased at least, but not thrilled either. 


Not that he expected joy from the Alpha at the mere sight of him, but some indication that he 
wasn’t angry would be appreciated. If Molly just didn’t want him anymore, then his coming 
here was going to end spectacularly badly. 


Caleb flushed red, wincing and stepping back as Fjord stood. He hurried to explain himself, 
realizing he’d just been standing there for far too long. “I... may I, ah, I... I wanted- I mean, 
could I- If it is permitted, could I... be here? With- with you and Molly?” 


Molly looked up at that, red eyes landing on Caleb with surprise. The mage looked anxious 
and nervous, perhaps even afraid, but he’d come here and asked to be with him (and Fjord). 
All with what had to be absolutely no prompting because both Beauregard and Fjord were 
also looking at Caleb in complete surprise. 


Fjord recovered quickest; his agreement laced with a deep approving purr. “Of course you 
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can. 


Caleb made his way closer to Molly, pausing by Fjord to offer him a slight submission, 
surprise crossing his face when Fjord accepted with a soft kiss to the Omega’s cheek. “Thank 
you for helping.” Fjord whispered, quiet but still audible with the small quarters. 


Molly’s heart skipped a little as Caleb turned to look at him next, crawling halfway onto the 
cot before pausing and offering the same sweet submission to him. Eyes averted, chin tilted 
just enough to show the bond scar on his neck, smelling of books and ink and only the 
slightest bit of nervous anxiety. He was so perfect, Molly was afraid to touch him. 


Caleb had seen him torturing someone, had looked at him pleadingly while the Archduke had 
been choking him into near unconsciousness while Molly had done nothing. What right did 
he have to even think of touching Caleb? The Omega deserved someone a hell of a lot better 
than him. Someone who didn’t have someone as dangerous as Lucien living in their head. 


But Caleb, sweet submissive Caleb, was here and offering and... Molly was a bastard unable 
to resist. 


Molly accepted with a gentle touch, joy and worry warring in his chest as Caleb followed his 
hand to curl into his arms. “Hey Caleb, it’s okay. Thanks for coming to hang out. You’re 
saving me from these two talking at me.” 


“We wouldn’t have to talk at you if you’d come and get some fresh air for a change.” Fjord 
chided, though the worry was clear in his voice. He returned to his previous spot, though 
gave a little more room so Molly could have Caleb without any distraction. Even if he very 
much wanted to cuddle them both right now. It really had been too long since their scents had 
mingled like this. 


“Great, so I’m off the hook for this meeting?” Beau asked with a smirk, though she made no 
move to leave. 


“T think we should still take this opportunity to practice your people skills.” Fjord retorted, 
Beau and Molly both laughing a little. 


Molly’s laughter was a little too forced, but it was enough that he was trying. His attempts at 
mocking Beau were half-hearted at best, the monk’s returning insults curbed back as a result. 
He held Caleb like he was made of glass, less firmly than the Omega would prefer. But he 
was gentle, and Caleb very much preferred that. 


Caleb wasn’t sure why he’d ever been anxious about this, why he’d taken so long to come 
here. This was... right. Was comfortable. It soothed that unsettled jitteriness that had been 
under his skin, ignored by distractions and cuddles with the Betas. Good, but not enough. 
This was enough. 


Except for one thing. 


Molly was unhappy, his scent holding a bitter edge of sadness. Caleb wasn’t sure why. He 
was here, Fjord was here, and everything was calm and comfortable. Why would he be 
unhappy? The scent of it... really bothered him right now. He missed the smokey scent of fire 
from the Tiefling. 


Caleb slid closer, snuggling up beside the Alpha and working his way across Molly’s jaw 
with soft kisses. He barely registered when the conversation stopped, only pausing to make 
sure he wasn’t in trouble or displeasing the Alpha. No rebuke was forthcoming, and Molly’s 
hands were still tracing gentle trails along his own arms, so he continued. He purred when he 
found the Alpha’s lips, one hand coming up to touch Molly’s cheek as he kissed him. 


Caleb went slow, careful. He didn’t want to overstep, didn’t want to give the Alpha any 
reason to push him away or pin him. He just wanted Molly to be happy, to be pleased. The 
Alpha tended towards this type of affection when Caleb had done something to please him, 
so it stood to reason he’d like the same. 


Molly certainly seemed interested, the bitter scent fading as the Alpha took a slow breath 
with his nose to Caleb’s neck. And then he let Caleb kiss him again. 
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Molly was the one to move away first, tilting his head downward to break the kiss, taking in 
slow breaths. Every exhale against Caleb’s neck sent shivers down his spine, the mage 
licking his lips to savor the taste of the Alpha. 


Caleb hesitated slightly, pulling back an inch or so when Molly leaned his head back. He 
glanced at Beau still nearby, Fjord watching as well. In retrospect, maybe not the best place 
to have started this, but... at least Molly didn’t have that sad scent anymore. There was a 
musk of pleasure underneath the Alpha’s natural smokey scent, irresistible and alluring in a 
way Caleb was unused to. 


“Should.... Ah, do... do you want to make- make use of me?” Caleb asked in a whisper, 
anxiety causing his voice to shake a little. He feared asking, though was not afraid Molly 
would punish him for daring to ask. He wasn’t even opposed to the idea itself. The Alpha was 
being gentle, seemed to be ina gentle mood. Were it not for the audience, Caleb would have 
liked the idea. Fjord’s scent was just at the edge of his awareness, mingled with Molly’s in a 
way that was just... right. 


Molly’s smile was thin, but not angry, as he spoke. “No, Love.” 


Caleb hummed a low acknowledgement. A denial from the Alpha, but not the rejection he’d 
been afraid of receiving. No anger or disgust was present in Molly’s tone. 


Caleb was soon surprising himself and Molly as he leaned back in to continue the current 
activity. Kissing Molly wasn’t unpleasant, wasn’t painful. The way Molly let him lead for a 
time, didn’t push back when Caleb licked into his mouth to taste him deeper. The Alpha was 
accommodating when Caleb turned to lay back against him, submitting and letting Molly 
lead in a softer string of kisses. 


It made it disappointing, that sex was off the table. At the same time, it was comforting. It 
helped Caleb be more at ease with the intimate position, even as Fjord drew closer. Caleb 
purred, blinking slowly over at the warlock. 


“Hey, you-“ Fjord began. 


It was part instinct and part training that drove Caleb’s actions, the mage shifting easily 
upward to cut off Fjord’s words with a kiss. He drew Fjord forward, the Alpha following so 
that Caleb was pressed between Fjord and Molly both. He belonged to both of them, there 
was no need for Fjord to be jealous. 


Except, he realized, it had not been jealousy in Fjord’s tone, but a soft concern. 


It mattered little. Even if it were true neither of the Alpha’s were upset with him, it couldn’t 
hurt to show proper appreciation for the lenience extended to him. And kisses were getting 
him sweet scents and gentle touches, a stark contrast to his usual reward for such efforts. He 
didn’t mind including Fjord, the pull of desire towards Fjord just as strong as the one towards 
Molly. 


And Fjord tasted just as sweet. 


Caleb was less comfortable with Fjord placing a hand on his stomach, too deep in instinct to 
process the touch as anything less than a warning. The Alpha applied no pressure, no pain, 
only leaned over to deepen the kiss with a pleasant growl. Caleb submitted quickly, easily, 
worries fading with each kiss from the Alpha above him. 


Fjord was just as gentle as Molly, who was currently sucking a pleasant pressure on Caleb’s 
neck, and Caleb easily relaxed under their attentions. Even with all his training, it was 
difficult to be still and quiet. Caleb wanted to moan at Molly’s lips against his neck, to rub up 
against Fjord above him. But he knew he was theirs, for their pleasure, and he had been 
thoroughly taught to take only what was given. He was being good, he belonged, and they 
were soothing an itch that he hadn’t been aware was growing. 


All three of them tensed at the sound of a throat clearing, Beauregard still there and watching 
for all that they had forgotten she even existed. She frowned at them in concern, gaze 
flickering between them before speaking. “Not to break up the moment, but this...” she 
stated, waving a hand at them all. “This is a problem.” 


Fjord licked his lips as he took a steadying breath, watching as Molly slowly licked the 
slightly reddened skin on Caleb’s neck, causing the mage to shiver at the sensation, before 
resting his chin on Caleb’s shoulders. Fjord didn’t see the problem, couldn’t catch even the 
slightest hint of fear from their Omega. Such a nice change, and the sweetness in Caleb’s 
scent was near addicting. It was an effort to turn his attention to Beauregard, voice rough as 
he asked. “What do you mean?” 


Beau rolled her eyes, rising lithely to her feet. She had barely taken a step towards them 
before both Alpha’s were growling a warning. She lifted an eyebrow, crossing her arms as 
she nodded pointedly at Caleb. “That.” 


Caleb hadn’t flinched at their growls, despite the real anger in their tones. In fact, he’d 
relaxed further against them, a warm haze crawling through his veins. The feeling curled 
slowly in his gut, the mage ignoring Beau completely in favor of breathing in deep breaths of 
Fjord’s scent. 


Beau drew in a deep breath, pausing for a moment before she let out a low groan. She rubbed 
a hand down her face, muttering under her breath. “Fuck, I should have asked.... Caleb. Hey, 
Caleb.” 


Beau snapped her fingers to get his attention, inching forward and crouching down as she 
deliberately ignored both Fjord and Molly’s sounds of protest. She wasn’t a threat, Caleb 
wasn’t flinching or scared of her, so she knew they wouldn’t do anything unless that changed. 
“Caleb, when’s your heat supposed to be?” 


Caleb wasn’t given a chance to answer, the mage letting out a surprised yelp as Molly was 
suddenly no longer holding him. Fjord was quick to reach out to stabilize the wizard, pulling 
the mage close to himself as Molly leapt up and backed away from the two of them. The 
rejection hurt, Molly’s vehement denials a slap in the face that even Fjord’s arms now around 
him did not sooth. 


“No. Nononono, fuck, I didn’t even... I just-.” Molly snarled, shaking his head. His red gaze 
flashed over to Beau, focusing on the monk with a desperate look. “Beau, you have to swear 
you won’t let me near him, don’t let Lucien touch him. Knock his ass out as many times as it 
takes, but don’t let him hurt Caleb.” 


“Molly, calm down.” Fjord advised, holding Caleb close as the Omega buried his face into 
Fjord’s neck. “We don’t even know for sure-“ 


“Tt’s the only thing that makes sense, Fjord.” Beau interrupted, eyes narrowing at Molly as 
the Tiefling paced back and forth in front of the door. “You three were about a half a step 
away from stripping and going at it with me right here.” 


Fjord spluttered, flushing as Beau looked pointedly at his hand that was brushing up Caleb’s 
side softly. “R-r-right, we should... take precautions...” 


“Pll deal with Molly, in case of Lucien.” Beau stated, glancing over at the still panicking 
Tiefling. “I?ll send Cad or Jester, maybe they’ ll know something.” 


Beau and Molly left after that, the Tiefling all but dragging Beauregard away, Caleb looking 
up in the sudden silence that followed. Fjord sighed, but thankfully did not push Caleb away. 
He appreciated it, because Molly’s rejection still stung and he wasn’t sure he could deal with 
another. Now that Beau had pointed it out, Caleb could identify the warmth making its way 
slowly throughout his entire body, pooling in his gut. The lack of fear was new, but above 
that there was a pull towards Fjord and Molly. A burning desire to just... be with them. He’d 
never felt that before. Not even with Eodwulf. Not like this. 


“Come on.” Fjord was saying, gently helping Caleb to his feet. “Let’s get you somewhere 
safe.” 


Safe was with Fjord, and preferably Molly too, Caleb’s mind supplied. Which, was 
inaccurate, wasn’t it? Because Fjord was an Alpha, Fjord owned him. Gentle he might be, 
disinclined to punish him or cause him pain, but... Caleb had learned better by now, hadn’t 
he? Obviously not, if his desire to be nowhere but between Fjord and Molly was any 
indication. 


Fjord was doing one thing at least that made sense in Caleb’s world. The warlock led him 
down further below decks, opening the door to a vacant room and leading him inside. This 
was familiar, though the lack of fear was still an unexpected twist, and Caleb turned to draw 
Fjord in with more kisses. He was ready, was more willing than he’d been during other heats 
with other Alphas. 


Except Fjord was pushing him away, his large hand on Caleb’s shoulders holding the mage at 
arm’s length. 


“It’s okay, Caleb, you don’t have to do that. We don’t expect anything like that from you. 
You’ll be safe here; we’ll make sure everyone leaves you alone.” Fjord explained. “I’d bring 
you to your own room, but so close to the other crew and... well, it’s safer here, okay?” 


That didn’t make sense. Caleb had never been alone during a heat. It was the one thing that 
had been consistent with every Alpha he’d been given to. Yet when Caleb tried stepping 
toward Fjord again, the Alpha gave a low growl of warning. It wasn’t cruel or angry, but it 
was enough to cause Caleb to back away and submit. 


Fjord winced, backing away as well. He fumbled around for the door behind him, offering a 
mumbled apology before quickly leaving. He leaned against the door as he closed it, 
breathing too quickly. It shouldn’t have been that hard to leave Caleb alone. Beau was right 
to have stopped them, to have pointed it out. Fjord hadn’t even realized, had never been with 
an Omega before to know the signs. Though that was little excuse, because Caleb’s behavior 
was such a big red flag that he should have noticed. 


It felt like Caleb’s scent was all around him, filling him, irresistible. Gods, how far would he 
have gone if Beau hadn’t been there to say something? Molly had been just as lost in it too, 
would either of them have noticed in time? Have stopped? 


Fjord wanted to leave, to get further away from that delicious scent, afraid of how much he 
wanted to go back in. To take his Omega in his arms, to kiss him until he was breathless, to 
satisfy Caleb’s every need. Fjord let out a groan, trying not to breathe in too deeply. 


Caduceus couldn’t get there fast enough, Fjord grinding his teeth as he tried not to pay 
attention to the heavier growing scent of Caleb in the room behind him. As soon as Caduceus 
arrived, because Beau wasn’t foolish enough to send someone as excitable as Jester into this 
kind of delicate situation, Fjord started heading up above deck. He paused beside the cleric, 
nodding his head to indicate Caleb’s new room. “Keep an eye on him? I’m going to go talk to 
Marius.” 


Caduceus nodded, unsurprisingly knowing exactly why Fjord wanted to talk to the blonde 
half-elf. “You should speak to Orly first. Or take him along at least. If he really is... it might 
be easier admitted if he isn’t alone with you.” 


Fjord nodded agreement to the advice, forcing himself not to look back as he left. 


my 


Caleb didn’t understand what he had done wrong. 


A part of him knew he had done nothing, that Fjord had said they were trying to protect him. 
But alone, with a burning fire in his veins, he couldn’t hold onto the logic. Everything was 
desire and instinct, an unyielding thirst that drove him to his bonded Alpha, as it always had 
no matter how much he’d disliked them in the past. This time though... it was more, was 
different. 


Yet as much as he begged, as much as he pleaded, he was still alone. He could smell two of 
the Alphas outside the door, which was locked when he tried to open it, but neither ever 


entered. It was only ever Fjord and Yasha, sometimes together and sometimes alternating, 
and occasionally a hint of Molly and Beau. As if their scents only clung to one of the others 
that passed by. 


It was a tantalizing scent, as alluring as it was terrifying. He feared them, now more than ever 
because sex hurt, even during his heat when the physical act was easier thanks to biology. 
The bruises and bites left, the beatings, those never changed. However, he had never been 
alone during a heat, and it didn’t take five minutes before he would have done anything just 
to be touched. Even a beating was better than the isolation and burning heat of his body. 


Very very quickly there was no fear, just a burning need. 


Caleb begged all of them through the door, driven by a need that overrode all fear and shame. 
He would have begged even Beau to fuck him if it meant some relief from the fire inside his 
body. He’d take even the Betas, if only just for a scrap of relief. He felt disgusting, wrong, a 
failure, rejected. And it hurt. He was theirs, was pack, but here was an ultimate denial of 
belonging. None of the Alphas wanted him. Every other Alpha had taken him in the past, 
used him. He was theirs and they’d marked him as such. 


In the feverish moments of half lucidity past the burning need of desire, he was terrified of 
what that meant for him. Rarer were the times when logic returned, when he was thankful for 
the Alpha’s decisions to leave him alone. Unfortunately, it didn’t take much for that to spiral 
into fear and terror and pain of rejection once more. 


His heat lasted for four excruciatingly torturous days. 


He had tried to be good the first day, to wait in silence like a good Omega. Some previous 
Alpha’s had wanted that, wanted him to take what they gave and be quiet. 


Caleb broke quickly, having never dealt with this feeling alone before. He tried again and 
again to beg one of the Alphas to use him, tried even to open the door despite knowing it was 
locked and hearing the Alpha’s order of “no”. Fjord wanted consent, he kept saying that he 
wouldn’t unless Caleb wanted it and that this wasn’t truly consent. It was stupid because this 
was what Caleb was here for, was what al] Alphas wanted, and Caleb would do anything if 
Fjord would just please use him. But no matter how much he argued, pleaded, swore even 
(too desperate to care of potential consequences), Fjord’s answer remained the same. 


Caleb was too tired the next day to make it off the bed. Pain was setting in, an aching 
emptiness. Sometime in between consciousness someone had delivered food and water. He 
was covered in sweat, had stripped himself during the night hoping for some relief, and his 
lower half was a sticky mess. His head swam as cried, hoarsely begging for Fjord to please 
help. He wanted it, he would be good, just please. He heard no reply. 


Even for Caleb, time was a blur of need and heat and painful emptiness. The next time he 
woke, the food and water were closer, the uneaten portions from the previous day gone, the 
scent of Beta lingering. He couldn’t eat, not through the pain of his own body and that of 
rejection, but the water was a relief. He drank it quickly, the lukewarm liquid like ice to the 
feverish heat of his body. He hated himself for throwing most of it up again not ten minutes 
later. 


He didn’t try to beg for the Alpha’s anymore, afraid that would make the food and water stop 
being delivered. And it wasn’t like it had done any good. Only made his voice hoarse and the 
ache worse at being told no. He was too well trained to bring himself any release, and it 
wasn’t like he had anything to scratch that itch in the first place. 


It was usually harder to pull himself away during a heat. Harder to distance himself from his 
body. But there was no stimulation now, no Alpha to please. There was instinct, a driving 
need to have an Alpha, a burning desire to beg for the ones outside to come in and use him. 
But he’d tried that and had been denied. As the fever of need and want rose, he let that push 
his consciousness inward, separated himself from the pain of his body, and just drifted. 


He knew he was too hot, knew he was covered in sweat and slick and that it burned to be 
empty, but it was distantly. Caleb knew he should probably consider what he had done to land 
him here in this hellish punishment, so he would not repeat it, but... his mind moved to the 
past instead. 


He missed Eodwulf. Astrid as well. Missed the easy comfort and pleasure of that first heat 
with them, when he’d first presented Omega. With as long as it took for it to happen, they’d 
all thought him Beta. Over the years, the pain he’d gone through since then, it was sometimes 
hard even for him to remember the good times he’d had with his pack. It was so 
overshadowed by the pain that had come later. But that had been good, had been the only 
good heat. Of all the times the three of them had shared a bed, that had been the sweetest. 


He’d seen Astrid have her heat before, so when his had begun he hadn’t been afraid. Only 
anxious at what this change would bring. That anxiety had vanished when Astrid had brought 
Wulf, and then there was just bliss and comfort. Laying with them after, they’d made plans, 
come up with a way to stay together. 


But in the end, Ikithon had wanted power. Ludinus’s death had come at a bargain of two 
Omega’s, their obedience bought at first by the continued life of their Alpha. Breaking them, 
as Zeenoth had said, was a privilege reserved for himself. 


Fever twisted his thoughts, looping them and mixing past and present. He wasn’t sure what 
he was being punished for, but he understood that’s what this had to be. 


The fifth day, after Caleb’s heat was finally subsiding, the mage just lay exhausted on the 
small bed. He felt disgusting, gross with sweat, slick, and even bile. He ached and the room 
smelled of desperation and misery. He didn’t care what time it was, didn’t care that the 
morning sun was probably just now peeking above the horizon. He cared only that the door 
was being pushed open, that there was someone coming into the room. 


It was over. They were done punishing him. Or time had run out at least, because the majority 
of the physical pain had passed. He would do anything. Anything, anything, anything they 
wanted. 


Caleb’s entire body felt like jelly, weak and shaky, as he rolled himself out of the cot and 
folded himself into a submissive pose on his knees. He kept his head bowed, baring his neck 
in hopes that if it were either of his Bonded Alpha’s, it might please them. Caleb’s mind was 
too much of a scrambled heat haze to process who it was that had entered without a visual. 


He just knew that he had to have done something very wrong recently, else why would they 
leave him alone, so he would play it safe and follow al/ the rules. At least until he could 
figure out just how he’d errored so badly and how not to do it again. 


It was Veth’s voice that greeted him, speaking his name in gentle concern. 


“Caleb- ... I brought some water, for you to wash... if it’s too hot, you can let it cool down. 
Here are your clean clothes too. Uh... take your time, Yasha’s just out here if you need help, 
so you’re still safe too, okay?” Veth explained, her tone strained. 


Caleb caught about half of that information, his attention shifting to two Beta crew that 
followed the halfling in. They were carrying a large tub of water between them, steam rising 
from it as it sloshed onto the floor a bit. He shrank back from them on instinct, gaze 
flickering pleadingly to Veth. She didn’t appear concerned with the two strangers, and there 
was apparently no Fjord or Molly to protect him from anyone outside the pack. Yasha was 
there, but her claim on him wasn’t as strong, so it was a thin protection. 


Veth stepped to partially block him from the other two’s view, as best she could with her 
smaller size. Caleb made it easier, curling in on himself and doing his best to make himself as 
small a target as possible. The two crewmen only put the basin down and left, neither sparing 
Caleb so much as a glance as the beat a hasty retreat. 


Small mercies. The pack had not changed in their expressed distaste in renting or loaning him 
to others. They’d kept everyone away from him during his heat, proof enough of their 
commitment to that. Remembering that was enough to coax him into uncurling to sit upright. 


“Thank you, miss.” Caleb croaked, voice a low rasp as he ducked his head again. Follow the 
rules, be good, be thankful for what was given. 


“Do you... need help? You- Sorry, but you look awful.” Veth said, grimacing. 


Right, he wasn’t moving. That wasn’t good, that was disobedient. She wanted him clean. Her 
offer to help made his stomach tighten, the desire to get into the tub of water fading. But he 
had to obey, even if he feared her reason for wanting to help. Caleb nodded in agreement, the 
craving desire for any kind of contact outweighing that fear in this moment. Even if she half 
drowned him, she’d be touching him. 


With Veth’s assistance, he got into the basin, surprised at the warmth of the water. She’d said 
it was warm, he’d seen the steam himself, yet it was still a surprise. It was nice, soothing to 
the few remaining cramps of unfulfillment. Having the sweat and filth washed away helped 
clear his mind some as well. 


Veth moved to his back, voicing a question he blindly nodded to, far too afraid to try and 
speak past the cold twist of fear in his chest. He flinched when she laid a hand on his 
shoulder, taking in a breath as quietly as he could and holding it. 


“Sorry, sorry.” Veth apologized in a quick low whisper. “I’m not going to hurt you, Caleb. I 
just want to help. I can go, if you-“ 


“No!” Caleb yelped, panicked adrenaline flooding him at the thought of being locked in here 
alone for days again. “I’m s-sorry, please. I’ll be good, you can- can do as you wish. I won’t 
fight. Please, please don’t leave, please?” 


He drew in a breath to continue, willing to promise anything if only... 


Veth’s arms wrapped around his shoulders awkwardly, Caleb falling silent in an instance. She 
leaned in, pressing her cheek to his in an odd half hug over the lip of the basin. “I'll stay. ’m 
so sorry Caleb. We didn’t know what to do. I’m sorry. Fjord even asked Marius, and he said 
that it wouldn’t hurt you to be alone during it. I’m so sorry.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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So, Caleb's not doing so hot mentally here. It's not a good time for anyone. 
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Maybe he could hope that it was not the whole pack that was angry at him. Maybe some 
would still be kind. Caleb couldn’t stop shaking, relishing in the touch of Veth but terrified of 
it at the same time. She stayed though. Veth helped when his hands shook too badly, 
buttoning his shirt once he was cleaned and out of the water, even combed his hair for him. 
Caleb could have purred under the soft attentions, if he weren’t so afraid that even the 
slightest sound would end it. 


“Do you want to rest? I can bring you something to eat...” Veth began, trailing off with a 
glance at the last portion of food brought him, still untouched. He hadn’t been in a state of 
mind to even begin to stomach it. “Or if you feel up to it, maybe we can go eat with the 
others.” 


Caleb didn’t want to spend another second in this room. Yet he knew it wasn’t his place to 
make a choice like that. He couldn’t help but glance towards the door longingly, though he 
dropped his gaze and forced the appropriate response past his lips. “I will obey whichever 
you deem best, miss.” 


Veth’s face fell, heart breaking at the honorific. He’d been doing so well saying names, and 
they were back to this now. He still looked so scared... but he didn’t want to be alone, she 
knew that much. He wouldn’t have asked her so desperately to stay if he wanted to be alone. 
And she certainly wouldn’t want to be alone if she’d been cooped up for days on end. 


“Okay, let’s get you some food. Everyone will want to see you, that you’re okay.” Veth 
explained, helping Caleb to stand on his feet. The mage was a little wobbly, her own size 
much too small to be of any assistance in keeping him upright. She took his hand in her own, 
hoping that would help steady him in some fashion. 


Veth worried about how cold he was, his fingers like ice and his skin still pale even after the 
warm bath. And the weather wasn’t even that cold right now, and he had his coat on. Maybe 
it was just because he hadn’t eaten, and he’d get better after that... Veth tried to hold onto 
that hope while she carefully ushered him along. 


The rest of the pack were gathered in the galley, sitting loosely around and just waiting. They 
hadn’t been speaking much, a few bits of conversation here and there, but all of them went 
silent as Veth entered with Caleb beside her. The halfling led him over to a seat nearer the 
back, closest to the kitchen and the warmest in the room. 


“Wait right here, okay Caleb?” Veth instructed gently, patting his arm as he settled into the 
seat. “I’m going to get you some food, okay? I'll be right back.” 


Caleb nodded numbly; eyes almost blank as they stared at the grainy table in front of him. He 
didn’t look up as Jester approached, moved only far enough to put his hands in his lap and 
twist his fingers together. It did nothing to keep them from shaking. 


“Oh, Caleb, we’re so sorry.” Jester apologized mournfully. She moved forward, half reaching 
to hug him, though pulled back when he tensed. Her face fell, shoulders slumping in 
disappointment, and instead Jester settled for simply patting the wizards trembling shoulder. 
“No one is mad at you, okay Caleb? We are all just really worried.” 


Caleb wasn’t sure what to believe anymore. 


Veth had brought him to the pack, which was... good, he thought. But so far the only ones to 
acknowledge him, touch him, had been the Beta’s. Each of the Alpha’s was keeping their 
distance. He could only guess that whatever he’d done to be punished for wasn’t quite atoned 
for yet. 


He wished it would be over soon. Caleb felt like he was going to shake out of his skin, his 
stomach twisting around itself with a nauseous fear. He was still needy enough that he 
wanted the Alpha’s, wanted Fjord and Molly, anything to make this stop, but... but he was far 
enough out of his heat to be afraid of them, of their touch. It would hurt so much worse if 
they took him now. 


Caleb jerked as a plate of food was suddenly being pushed in front of him. Veth was soon 
sitting beside him again, one hand steadying his arm. The wood of the bench creaked on the 
other side of the table, Caduceus sitting across from Caleb and looking at him gently. “Go 
ahead, you need to get your strength back. 


Caleb didn’t touch the plate set before him, did his best not to even look at it. It wasn’t too 
difficult, even with how hungry he felt. He’d never been through such a thoroughly painful 
discipline. One that cut deeper for the bond of trust and affection he’d let grow for them. If 
this truly was a punishment, the Nein had more self-control and patience than even Zeenoth 
in that regard. 


And yes, Molly had told him once that this wasn’t a rule, but something had angered the 
Alphas. They allowed him to act Beta, allowed him to present his ideas, allowed him even to 
argue for those ideas. But somewhere along the way he had crossed some line. 


Perhaps... it had been kissing Molly. The Alpha hadn’t seemed to have an issue with him 
until then. Caleb remembered the sting of that rejection, even through the clouded thoughts 
that his heat had brought. He’d acted out of line, like a partner rather than the object he was 
supposed to be. 


Yet, he wasn’t sure how to fix it. Wasn’t sure where the line was for certain. Safer then, to fall 
back on old rules and well-known expectations. 


“Come on Caleb, won’t you eat something?” Veth pressed, nudging the plate of food a little 
closer. 


“Yeah, Caleb, you haven’t eaten anything in days.” Jester added worriedly from his other 
side, patting his arm in concern. She stopped as soon as Caleb’s gaze landed on her hand, 
pulling back guiltily. 


Veth tried cajoling Caleb to eat a few more times, Jester and even Caduceus chiming in, 
though still the Omega just sat there silently. After a while Yasha took the halfling’s place, 
attempting to be silent support while Veth filled Fjord in on the details. 


Molly couldn’t bring himself to go any closer. From this far away, even with the bath the 
Omega had been given, Molly could still smell the remnants of that alluring sweetness. He 
didn’t trust himself around it, didn’t trust his control. His head was pounding, a steady throb 
that he knew was Lucien. Molly looked away, biting his lip. He wouldn’t let Caleb be hurt by 
him. 


“Hey, you alright?” Fjord’s voice interrupted, Molly looking up to see that his mate had 
returned. 


“Yeah, just peachy. Other than my head feels like it’s about to split open trying to keep him 
in check....” Molly ground out, tail lashing behind him. He sighed, rubbing the bridge of his 
nose. “Bastard wants control more than ever.” 


““’..maybe we should let him.” Fjord answered after a long pause, sighing and looking away 
at Molly’s incredulous stare. 


“Are you out of your mind?! Right after his heat, who knows what the hell Lucien would try 
and do to him!” Molly snarled, only just keeping himself from shouting. The others still 
heard, all of them but Caleb turning to look his way. “You can still smell it on him, no way-“ 


“Something’s wrong with Caleb.” Fjord snapped, voice considerably lower as he narrowed 
his eyes. “He’s not eating, not talking, is pale as shit, and Veth says his skin is ice even after a 
hot bath. He didn’t eat anything the past few days, and.... Damn it, Molly. Much as I hate the 
bastard sometimes, Lucien was able to help last time. Caleb’s lost weight already, he doesn’t 
look well, and Caduceus doesn’t know what’s wrong. Marius and Orly aren’t talking to us 
right now, that’s my fault. And I hate it when you’re away and he’s here, but... it’s Caleb.” 


Fjord sagged as all the intensity drained from him in a rush. “I handled this poorly and I can’t 
fix it.” 


“It wasn’t just you.” Molly admitted, reaching out and letting Fjord curl into him. If he was 
going to do this, (and he was because, as Fjord said, this was Caleb), he was going to make 
sure Fjord knew he shouldn’t blame himself. Gods knew Lucien was only going to make the 
warlock feel worse. “None of us thought about that happening, didn’t ask until it was too late. 
So, whatever he might say, just... I love you and I don’t blame you. And just know he’s 
going to be a pissy little bastard because I’m fighting to stay present the entire time, just in 
case.” 


Fjord chuckled wetly, nuzzling into Molly. “I promise not to let us get into any fights to make 
it dangerous.” 


Molly pulled back enough to give Fjord a kiss, lingering for an extra moment before stepping 
fully away from the warlock. Lucien had been a pounding headache behind his eyes from the 
moment Beauregard had pointed out Caleb was going into heat. All he had to do was quit 
fighting it.... 


Lucien growled lowly, striding past Fjord in complete disregard as he focused on Caleb. He 
didn’t need the rush of memories to know what was going on currently, had been in and out 
keeping tabs since that first scent. It wasn’t a direct connection to hear every word, but he 
could fill in the rest just by what was happening in front of him. 


Lucien snarled at Jester and Yasha, glaring until they stood up and backed away. He threw a 
look towards Caduceus, but the grave cleric was already acquiescing and standing to back off 
with the others. Good, these idiots didn’t deserve to be near his Omega, not with how they’d 
ruined all his hard work. 


Lucien sat beside Caleb, still fuming as he threw a glare back towards Fjord. Idiot makes a 
mess of his Omega, then expects Lucien to clean it up. It was insulting really, and if Caleb 
hadn’t been such a perfectly submissive and fun Omega, hadn’t been made pack, Lucien 
would have refused on principle. But Caleb was his, even if he did have to share with those 
two clueless idiots. And while objectively Lucien's morals were not very aligned with the 
Nein, he agreed that you took care of your pack. He wouldn't leave Caleb to suffer, wouldn't 
have let it happen at all if not for Molly's stubbornness and Fjord's rash decision. 


Caleb trembled at the scent of anger radiating from beside him, but didn’t resist the Alpha’s 
hold, didn’t struggle or move as Lucien tugged him firmly into his lap. The punishment was 
not over it seemed, and Caleb was not looking forward to the continuation of it here in front 
of the others. He tried to be good, move as the Alpha wanted, clinging hopelessly to a hope 
that maybe he was wrong. 


“Gods above, those idiots. Just when you were beginning to become real fun. Personality, 
intelligence.” Lucien grumbled, hands tugging the sleeve up on Caleb’s shirt to bare his 
wrists. He leaned to press Caleb’s cheek to his, still complaining even as he worked on 
covering the Omega with his scent. “Only an idiot would think just because one Omega is 
fine with it, you would be. Have you ever been alone for a heat?” 


“No, Alpha.” Caleb answered automatically, heart leaping into his throat when Lucien paused 
his movements. Caleb braced himself as the Alpha leaned closer, anticipating a punishment. 
He hoped it would be the same, or at least no worse, though dreaded what discipline would 
mean for him now. 


Lucien, however, only spoke a gentle order, even loosened his grip so Caleb could more 
easily obey. “Cast a spell for me, Omega. Bring us to our room on this ship.” 


A distance well within the confines of his dimension door spell, which Lucien would know 
since Molly had that spell explained to him only a couple days ago. Privacy, so the 


punishment would possibly be much harsher. Less humiliating as well, not being done in 
front of the whole pack, a fact which Caleb felt a modicum of gratitude for. 


“Y-yes, Alpha.” Caleb agreed thinly, shakily touching Lucien’s arm as he cast the spell and 
pulled both of them through the arcane web. 


They landed on the bed, Lucien falling back a little thanks to Caleb’s weight on him. The 
Alpha recovered quickly enough, sliding back to brace himself on the wall, though he pressed 
Caleb to lay near flat on his back on the course mattress. 


“Good, very good.” Lucien praised, petting Caleb’s hair back for a moment. 


The anger was fading from Lucien at least, so Caleb hoped that he had done enough to please 
the Alpha. The touch was gentle, Lucien’s words soothing some anxiety. He was being good, 
he had done good. It was- 


Caleb’s breath hitched, the mage choking back a whine as Lucien’s hand slipped under his 
shirt. While he would have done anything for this type of touch only a few hours ago, right 
now he felt awful and well out of his heat. He wanted contact, yes, that craving was plain, but 
the thought of sex made his stomach churn. It would hurt. 


“Don’t worry, Love, I’m not going any lower than this.” Lucien whispered lowly, leaning 
down to scent his neck, clawed hand running a soothing warmth against Caleb’s belly. “I 
know your heat is over, I’m not looking to make it hurt. But you’re making yourself sick 
dropping like this, and that’s not something I'll allow.” 


“Please, please, Alpha-“ 
“Tell me to stop, if you don’t like it then.” Lucien told him quietly, tone even and unbothered. 


“Please stop, ple-“ Caleb cut off in shock, wordlessly staring up at the Alpha as Lucien was 
very suddenly sitting up and smoothing his shirt back over his previously bared stomach. 
He’d... he’d stopped. Lucien had... 


Lucien didn’t let go of him completely, however. Instead, he pulled Caleb closer to him, 
resting the Omega against his chest so that he could wrap his arms around Caleb properly. He 
purred a low thrum, impossibly like praise even though Caleb had just defied the Alpha. Had 
told him no. 


“Like I’ve said, I’m a bastard but not that kind. I like my partners to enjoy themselves.” 
Lucien chuckled, nipping with a playful gentleness along Caleb’s jaw. 


Caleb wasn’t sure what was more surprising right now; that Lucien had stopped, that the 
Alpha hadn’t punished him for using a title twice now, or that he missed the feeling of warm 
skin against his own. The few touches he’d gotten were not enough to fill the void from being 
locked alone in that room during his heat. His stomach was quickly tying itself back up into 
knots, a sensation he hadn’t noticed had abated moments ago. The tension in his muscles was 
becoming unbearable, his skin starting to prickle with irritation. 


“Now lay back and let me do this, it’s not going to hurt.” Lucien advised, pulling Caleb a 
little more firmly against him. He used one hand to turn Caleb’s face to his neck, making sure 
the Omega was breathing in the scent. “This isn’t the first ttme I’ve done this, love, just 
relax.” 


The Alpha trailed his fingers down Caleb’s cheek and neck, petting the skin softly before 
sliding his hand carefully over Caleb’s shirt. Caleb was hesitant to take in Lucien’s scent, 
afraid of what he would find. 


“P-Please...” Caleb whined in worried concern, tensing as Lucien’s hand teased at the hem of 
his shirt. The Alpha purred, stopping and resting his hand on Caleb’s stomach. 


“Let me try this.” Lucien hushed Caleb’s uncertain whine, tracing the bond mark on the 
wizard’s neck with his free hand. “You can ask to stop again if you want, and I’Il try 
something else.” 


““Wh-what is-“ Caleb began to ask, voice hitching. He was far too aware of the Alpha’s claws 
resting motionless against his stomach. 


“Something else is whatever makes you feel better, love. I take care of what is mine. And 
this...” Lucien said simply, tracing the bite on Caleb’s neck again. “This makes you mine.” 


Caleb nodded jerkily, seeing no other option but to agree. 


He could ask to stop, Lucien had stopped before, and he was letting him ask again. The 
Alpha had asked him to try, wanted Caleb to be still and let him touch, and Caleb... felt 
better. As Lucien pushed up his shirt to bare his torso, hands roaming over him in gentle 
exploration, much of the jittery nervousness began to wane. 


The Alpha’s fiery scent, mingled with the warmth and comfort of a gentle touch... it did help. 
Lucien was purring as well, a low approving note, and was not touching any lower than his 
stomach as promised. 


“Did... I do something wrong? Is that why....?” Caleb asked slowly once he didn’t feel like 
throwing up and his body didn’t shake so hard it made his voice tremble. 


“You did nothing wrong.” Lucien answered, nudging Caleb up a little and tugging the 
wizard’s shirt off completely. Caleb’s heart skipped with a fearful anxiety for a moment, 
though he almost purred when the Alpha pulled his back flush against his now bared chest. 


Caleb’s uncertainty faded; not gone completely but covered by a haze of relieved 
contentment. The pets were nice, the heat from the Alpha behind him chasing away the cold 
emptiness in his chest. Lucien said he hadn’t done anything wrong, but that didn’t help Caleb 
understand why the others had punished him. It didn’t change his conclusion on why. 


He’d taken too many liberties. This whole thing had started because he’d kissed Molly. 
Lucien obviously didn’t think it mattered or was worth punishing him for, but Caleb had 
easily gathered that Lucien didn’t like Molly. Which, insane as it was, put Caleb above Molly 
in Lucien’s opinion based on the information Caleb had at hand. 


The current situation was really just a reverse of when Lucien had been training him. Lucien 
had administered discipline while teaching Caleb, and Molly had rewarded him after for 
going through it. The given relief from the pain and discomfort of a lone heat could be 
nothing else but a reward. 


Lucien’s purr cut off into a growl suddenly, an angry tone this time, his claws digging 
painfully into Caleb’s ribs with a short spasm. Caleb winced, forcing himself to remain still. 
Lucien hadn’t pierced the skin, but the pain brought him out of that pleasant haze very 
abruptly. 


“Please, I’m sorry, Alpha, please st-“ 


Lucien flattened his hand across Caleb’s chest, voice strained as he spoke. “Apologies, love. 
Molly is being somewhat insistent. When he’s back... take him and find the half orc oaf. 
Two- two Alpha’s you’re bonded to will help b-better than just the one.” 


Caleb’s eyes widened, watching as Lucien put a hand over his face and ground his teeth. He 
was leaving? It would be Molly soon and... and Molly had dumped him on the floor at the 
beginning of his heat, had adamantly not wanted to be with him. 
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Molly cursed, jerking away from Caleb. 


Damn it. Damn it, damn it! He’d known better, knew they couldn’t trust Lucien! He’d taken 
Caleb away again, locked him in a room alone with him, and had been busy doing gods knew 
what to him. 


“Come on, you’re going back to Fjord.” Molly demanded, grinding his teeth against the 
headache that was still present. He leaned down to grab his shirt and Caleb’s, tossing the 
mage his garment before tugging on his own. “This was such a bad idea, I knew it...” 


Molly grumbled to himself, eyes narrowing and tail lashing as he found the door locked. He 
yanked it open, unable to swallow the angry growl at the very notion. He couldn’t be mad at 
Fjord, even if this whole situation was his dumb idea, Molly would have been just as 
desperate for someone to help Caleb. 


Anyone but Lucien. 


Caleb was at his heel in an instant, fully dressed again and keeping his gaze fixed firmly on 
the floor. Molly wanted to reach out, to do...something, but he couldn’t. Not with Lucien 
right there behind his eyes, splitting his head with near blinding pain. 


Molly didn’t have any idea just how long Caleb had been alone with Lucien, but any amount 
of time was too much. It had been enough to have gotten some level of intimacy, if Lucien 
was making Caleb remove clothing. Gods, this was exactly why he’d secluded himself during 
Caleb’s heat. 


Molly and Caleb made it halfway to the stair’s leading up to the deck of the ship before 
seeing Fjord, the warlock heading in their direction. Molly let a low hiss of annoyance, 
entirely unhappy with how unconcerned the warlock appeared. 


“T told you it would be a bad idea!” Molly snarled, striding over to Fjord. He stopped a few 
feet away, side stepping and waving a hand to direct Caleb toward the half orc. “Fjord, he had 
him in a locked room, again, half undressed! I told you that he’d-“ 


Molly choked on the word, coughing and swaying as he half fell against the wall of the 
corridor. 


Lucien looked up at Fjord with a furious glare, the slightest bit of blood trickling from the 
comer of his mouth. “Don’t be absurd. I didn’t fuck him. So soon after a heat might have 
harmed him, even if he was interested.” 


He winced, eyes shutting as Molly snapped a retort. “And we’re supposed to believe 
molesting him was for his best interest.” 


“You are the ones that left him alone the entire time, of course he needs-“ Lucien growled in 
pain, one hand pressing to his head as he leaned heavier on the wall. 


Molly’s breaths were strained, rough drags with the taste of blood on his tongue. “I wasn’t 
about to let you take advantage of him, I won’t let you touch him!” 


“You would let him suffer for jealousy? Oh, how noble of you.” Lucien snarled, claws 
digging into the dark wood of the cabin wall. 


“At least this way he wasn’t hurt!” Molly barked back, blood running more freely down his 
chin. 


“Tf you can look at him and say he’s not hurt, you’re more of a fool than I ever gave you 
credit for. He-“ 


Lucien cut off abruptly, eyes rolling back as he went suddenly limp. Before Fjord could even 
comprehend what had happened, Molly was dropping like a rag doll. The Tiefling fell 
forward, laying motionless on the floor. 


“Molly!” Fjord cried out in panic, jerking forward out of his stupor to drop to his knees 
beside the bloodhunter. He reached out to roll him over, cursing at the blood that came from 
Molly’s mouth and nose. 


“No no no, come on Molly, don’t-“ Fjord cut off with a low growl of warning as Caleb 
stepped closer, holding Molly to himself protectively. He stopped quickly, registering the 
non-threat. He’d forgotten Caleb was there at all for a moment. 


“Go find Caduceus.” Fjord demanded, attention turning back down worriedly to Molly in his 
arms. 


“Wh-“* 


“Now, Caleb!” Fjord interrupted the mage with a barked order, throwing a harsh look back at 
him. 


Caleb flinched back, one arm beginning to raise as if to ward off a blow. Fjord instantly felt 
guilty, though relieved when Caleb turned and ran to obey. Fjord looked down at Molly 
again, shifting the bloodhunter so he was propped more securely against his own body. He 
hadn’t felt this afraid for a long time. Fjord didn’t know what was going on, what had 
happened. He only knew that the bond between himself and Molly was growing frail, his 
mate’s skin increasingly ashen. 


“Come on Mols, don’t you dare. You absolute bastard, don’t you fucking dare.” Fjord 
whispered desperately, brushing the hair from Molly’s face. Molly was breathing still, 
shallow and too slow, but he was still alive. Fjord knew he’d feel guilty later. For asking 


Molly to do this, for shouting at Caleb. But right now he was just afraid, so afraid of losing 
Mollymauk. 


It felt like an eternity before he heard a flurry of footsteps hurrying towards them. Caleb led 
both Caduceus and Jester, the two clerics moving past the mage to kneel down next to Molly. 


“Caleb explained what happened.” Caduceus said, taking Molly from Fjord’s arms and laying 
the Tiefling’s head against his leg. 


“More or less anyway.” Jester added, a faint glow coming from her hands as she hovered 
them over Mollymauk. 


“T don’t think he really knew what happened.” Caduceus shrugged easily, accepting the 
unknown in stride as usual. 


“T don’t think J know what happened.” Fjord admitted, fighting to keep from shoving his way 
closer to Molly. 


“He’ll be okay, Fjord, don’t worry.” Jester promised, looking up toward Caleb and repeating 
the assurance. “He’ll be okay Caleb, so don’t worry, okay?” 


She dropped her volume, whispering as she leaned closer to Fjord. “He was really freaked 
out and scared, you might want to make sure he’s okay too. We got this here, alright?” 


Fjord nodded, though he was loath to leave Molly’s side right now. But he had apologies to 
make for snapping at Caleb. 


Fjord stood up, turning to head over to Caleb. It was very glaringly obvious the damage that 
had been done from yelling at him. Caleb’s breath sped up as Fjord drew closer, the Omega 
shrinking back until he hit the wall behind him. 


“T- I’m s-sorry, I didn’t k-know where... I tried t-to-“ Caleb cut off as Fjord reached for him, 
shoulders hitching defensively as his eyes closed. 


Caleb flinched again when Fjord touched his cheek, eyes opening to look at him with fear. 
Fjord definitely owed the mage more than an apology. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. You did 
nothing wrong. Thank you for bringing them. I’m so sorry I yelled.” Fjord said softly, 
moving a little closer when Caleb’s rapid breathing calmed at the reassurances. He stroked 
his thumb across the wizard’s cheek, smiling sadly. “I was afraid and I shouldn’t have taken it 
out on you. Molly is... Molly. I love him and he was hurt. I wasn’t mad at you, I’m not mad 
at you now.” 


Caleb hesitated, then nodded slowly, careful not to dislodge Fjord’s hand. “I tried to find 
them quickly, I’m sorry.” 


“It’s okay, you did well. I should have let you ask where they were, you had no way to 
know.” Fjord assured, realizing that was likely what Caleb had been trying to do. 


Caleb looked away for a moment, hesitating as he began to tremble slightly, then took a tiny 
step towards the warlock. Fjord took the hint and gathered the Omega in his arms, more than 


happy to offer comfort as he began speaking low assurances. “I’m not going to hurt you, 
Caleb, I promise. You did so well, so good.” 


Fjord purred softly for Caleb, glancing back over and noting with relief that Molly had a 
better color to his skin, even if he was still unconscious. Caduceus was beginning to gather 
the Tiefling up, Jester helping to support him. They weren’t too far away from the 
Bloodhunter’s room, thankfully, and they began to carry him in that direction. Fjord and 
Caleb followed the two clerics, the mage staying curled into Fjord as best he was able as they 
walked. 


Fjord hung back with Caleb as the other two got Molly settled, glancing down at the mage 
and trying to be gentle as he asked a few questions. “When you and Lucien left, what 
happened?” 


“He... had me cast the dimension door spell to bring us here.” Caleb explained slowly. “He... 
just touched, held me, let me scent him.” 


Fjord hummed thoughtfully. It looked like it had helped, at least a little. Caleb didn’t look 
quite as pale, was talking. Though, honestly that might be Caleb’s fear of him now... being 
obedient and answering like he’d been taught. Although Fjord was a little hopeful that wasn’t 
the case, the warlock taking a subtle breath of Caleb’s scent and finding only a mild amount 
of fear. 


But with how Molly had been so worked up into such a froth, Fjord worried that wasn’t 
where it had ended. “And after?” 


“L-lucien said , ah, when- that when Molly was back to- to find you. That two bonded... ah, 
would be better.” Caleb said as response. 


That didn’t answer his question, so Fjord asked again more pointedly. ““And the whole 
shirtless thing that worried Molly? What was that about? Did he...” 


Fjord lifted an eyebrow as Caleb’s face reddened, the mage looking away. He still answered, 
tone embarrassed. “He just held me, it was- I... he did not use me, Alpha.” 


“Good.” Fjord breathed, glad that Lucien truly hadn’t hurt or forced Caleb into anything. The 
easy acceptance seemed to reassure Caleb too, some of the tension melting out of the Omega. 
Fjord turned his attention away from Caleb as Caduceus finished settling Molly, Jester a step 
behind. “He should be okay, best that I can tell.” 


“Maybe tell him not to fight with Lucien like that again anytime soon, okay? And same to 
Lucien.” Jester advised. Her gaze flickered over to Caleb, expression softening. “You look 
much better now, but you should get some more rest too, okay?” 


Caleb met her gaze for a breath before looking down. “Ah, thank you, Jester.” 


Jester let out a strangled squeak. “Ohhh... is it okay to hug you? Do you want a hug?” 


Caleb glanced up at Fjord, still wary even if the initial terror of the Alpha had abated. He was 
still adamant about following any and all rules that might keep him out of trouble. Jester’s 
name had slipped out, but it didn’t seem like the Alpha was upset thankfully. Perhaps that 
was one rule that remained the same for them, the permission to use names. For the Beta’s at 
least. Lucien hadn't punished him for using his title, but then again Lucien and Molly had 
been fighting so Caleb was unsure which rule should be followed. 


Instant obedience was back to being a rule, Caleb had gotten that message quite clear. As 
well as his own ranking in the pack. Not that he needed a reminder of that, he was the lowest, 
fell far beneath Molly, and should have known better than to delay even a second to obeying 
Fjords orders to fetch the healers. The two cleric's assurances that Molly would recover was 
likely the reason he hadn't been disiplined for the infraction. Fjord's relief was obvious, and it 
made sense he might not be in the mood to teach Caleb exactly where he had gone wrong. 


“Tt’s fine if you want, Caleb.” Fjord replied, his scent filling with a bitter sadness. 


Caleb wasn’t entirely sure he would be getting any other cuddles again today (was actually 
certain he wouldn't), so he was quick to step forward and let Jester wrap her arms around 
him. It wasn’t the same comfort and warmth of Lucien’s bare skin against his, but Caleb had 
to admit that it was nice. He could have stayed there forever, and with how long Jester let him 
continue, she might not have minded. But his Alphas were right there and were due his 
attention, so Caleb made himself pull away. 


Caduceus had already begun to leave, advising they could come find him if they needed. 
Jester didn’t immediately follow, but stayed to put her hands on Caleb’s shoulder and look 
him in the eyes. “Do you need anything? Want to come with us? Or stay here? Or anything 
you want, okay Caleb?” 


Those were a lot of options, more than Caleb dared try and address. Instinctively, Caleb 
looked over at Fjord. 


“Do you have any snacks, Jester?” Fjord asked, amusement coloring his voice. “Caleb 
mentioned being with both Molly and myself might help him feel better. Food would help 
and maybe he’ll feel up to some while we wait for Molly to wake up.” 


Caleb’s stomach grumbled at the mention of food, the time spent with Lucien enough that he 
didn’t feel nauseous at the idea anymore. In fact, he felt very hungry now that he thought 
about it. 


“T don’t have a whole lot, but I’ll definitely bring you more.” Jester giggled, reaching into her 
back and pulling out some stale looking muffins to offer Caleb. “I got them in Brokenbank, 
don’t worry. Here, you can have them!” 


Caleb tensed, stepping back and looking away from the offered food. It wasn’t his place to 
accept no matter how badly he wanted, Fjord had made the request. He was still unclear 
about this particular rule, or lack thereof, that Mollymauk had laid out the first day. There 
hadn't been any indication whether it was still in effect. Caleb wasn’t about to risk angering 
the Alpha, better to wait, to show he could be good. Fjord had asked and Fjord would allow 


him food at his own pleasure. Caleb wasn't about to mess this up, not when it sounded like 
Fjord was going to follow up on what Lucien had wanted him to do. 


“Here, I'll take it.” Fjord volunteered, stepping up when the silence stretched. “I'll come get 
more when Molly wakes up, but this will be okay for now, thank you.” 


Caleb couldn’t keep from shaking as Jester left and the door closed behind her, anxiety 
curling in his stomach. He was starting to feel cold again, stomach tightening and the feeling 
of hunger fading. He hadn’t done anything wrong, he knew he hadn’t, he had given Fjord no 
reason to punish him. That didn’t stop him from flinching when Fjord drew him over to the 
bed. The warlock’s hand on his felt... good, but Caleb’s stomach still flipped with nerves 
when the Alpha sat down and pulled Caleb to sit down beside him. 


Fjord paused in his movements, head tilting slightly as he frowned. “You don’t have to stay.” 


Caleb’s heart jolted, ice crawling through him as he struggled to answer past the fear. He 
didn’t want to be sent away, the thought filling him with a cold dread. Lucien had given him 
orders, had been gentle with his touch, had made the queasiness fade. Caleb owed him 
obedience, wanted to obey. And he was trying, but was still somehow disappointing Fjord. 
“T-I’ll be good, please. Please.” 


“Hey, hey, easy, that’s not what I meant. You are good.” Fjord soothed, hand rubbing up his 
arm in a gentle motion. “I want you here, and Molly would too. I just don’t want you to think 
you have to.” 


Caleb wasn’t sure what to say to that, so settled for nodding his head. It was enough that the 
Alpha allowed him here, still held his hand, tethering Caleb from the storm of chaotic anxiety 
in his chest. The sharp spike of panic was slower to fade, the mage feeling wobbly as he 
scooted forward to lean tentatively against Fjord. “T-thank you, Alpha.” 


“Here, you should eat something.” Fjord said, breaking a piece of the pastry and offering it to 
Caleb. 


Fjord wasn’t expecting Caleb to eat it from his hand, and the pleasure and warmth that came 
from the Omega doing exactly that was... unexpected to say the least. Fuck, did Caleb even 
realize how perfect he was? Fjord would never have thought of doing this with Molly in a 
million years, never would have thought it was something he cared about. But here was 
Caleb, curled up against him and just accepting and trusting. The mage even moved closer as 
he accepted another piece, tucking himself into Fjord’s lap without much anxiety at all. 


Fjord leaned his head back against the wall as Caleb finished eating, closing his eyes and 
trying to relax. It was a little difficult as he could tell Caleb was uncomfortable. It wasn’t a 
scent or anything Caleb did, but Fjord just... had a feeling. But he wasn’t sure why. About 
twenty minutes later and the scent of fear was radiating off Caleb again. Fjord was at a loss 
for how to help, the usual cuddle and purrs not doing much in this moment. 


Caleb addressed the problem first, trembling as he picked at his sleeve. “Alpha... could- L- 
Lucien h-had said... could you- please, c-could you t-“‘ Caleb stumbled over his words, 


breath coming quicker as a scent of panic began to grow. His voice dropped quieter, thin and 
whispered enough it was almost impossible to hear. “P-please t- touch....” 


Fjord was unsure just what exactly Caleb was asking for, but he hadn’t seemed upset when 
talking about what Lucien had done. And he’d looked better after so... Fjord decided he’d 

give it a try. He didn’t know the exact specifics what Lucien had done or had been trying to 
do, but Fjord had a starting point at least. 


It only took Fjord a second to strip off his shirt, Caleb leaning forward helpfully to not be in 
the way. Fjord would have just pulled Caleb’s shirt out of the way, unwilling to strip the 
Omega of anything without explicit consent. Consent that he trusted was valid and honest, 
which he... wasn't sure was possible right now. But it turned out to be a moot point as Caleb 
took matters into his own hands. 


The Omega sat up away from Fjord, movements almost frantic as he jerked his own tunic off 
and dropped it off the side of the bed. Caleb then proceeded to turn around to be face to face 
with Fjord, straddling his hips and pressing close. He wrapped his arms around the Alpha, 
burying his face in Fjord’s neck. 


“Thank you, thank you thank you.” Caleb repeated over and over in a muffled tone, shaking 
and clinging to the Alpha. 


He was taken aback by the sheer desperate relief in Caleb’s tone and scent. Caleb was 
holding onto him like a lifeline. Fjord wrapped his arms around the mage, petting down his 
back and kissing the wizard’s neck. “It’s okay, anything you need you can ask, it’s okay.” 


my 


Molly woke up feeling like shit. His head hurt like hell, his mouth felt like sand, and he 
generally ached all over. Worse, he was struck by a sense of deja vu when he noticed Caleb 
tucked very close to his chest, torso bare. At least he had his own shirt on, so that was a little 
comfort, but what the actual hell? He’d brought Caleb very safely to Fjord, he clearly 
remembered that. 


Molly had barely begun to get worked up when a familiar arm wrapped around his side, 
Fjord’s breath tickling his ear. “Relax Molly, he’s not hurt. He wasn’t even afraid, just tired. 
He even asked to be next to you. Please don’t wake him up.” 


“As long as you’ve been here this whole time to say nothing happened to him, I promise I 
won't freak out.” Molly muttered, leaning back against Fjord to find him shirtless as well. 
Which of course prompted a few dozen questions, but at least it was Fjord and he was saying 
Caleb hadn’t been afraid. Everybody was wearing all other clothes, so Molly took comfort in 
that too. 


“T promise, I have.” Fjord chuckled, burying his face in Molly’s neck and taking a few deep 
breaths. “Don’t scare me like that again. What happened?” 


Molly paused, frowning as he tried to remember. The details were fuzzy, made his head 
pound when he thought too hard about them. He’d.... been arguing with Lucien, which was 


new because they’d never been able to talk back and forth before. And damn had it hurt. 


“Let’s just say, it’s apparently not a good idea for both me and Lucien to try and be present at 
the same time...” Molly concluded, sighing lightly. He paused for a moment, running his 
hand down Caleb’s back unhappily feeling the chill on the mage’s skin. “Why is Caleb on the 
outside, he’s going to get cold.” 


“We both wanted to be next to you.” Fjord said quietly, arms tightening around Molly. His 
next breath was more uncertain, words strained. “It felt like you were dying...” 


Oh. Well, that made sense. Molly didn’t feel like they’d had to revive him, but if Fjord was 
this shaken it must have been a close thing. It had certainly felt like dying struggling for 
control past the red pulse behind his eyes and the blinding pain of his head. 


“Hey, I’m fine.” Molly assured him, rolling so he laid on his back and could look at Fjord. He 
was fine now, though he wondered how things would go when Lucien recovered enough to 
be an issue again. 


Both of them were distracted when Caleb made an unhappy grumble, the Omega trying to 
burrow closer since Molly had shifted away. Fjord chuckled, sitting up carefully. “Alright, I'll 
believe you for now. Scoot over and I’ll get on his other side.” 


Molly grinned, pleased at both getting his way and making sure Caleb stayed warm. Extra 
bonus, he would be able to see Fjord’s, could easier reach him for kisses. It wasn’t an answer 
to the problem, and this did nothing to fix the issue with what Lucien had done to Caleb, but 
Molly was still too tired to really want to worry about all of that. 


Before long, Caleb was stretched out comfortably between them, Molly petting the wizard’s 
hair softly. He looked up to see Fjord watching him occasionally, a warm contentment filling 
him despite the chaos and trauma of the past five days. “Did he ever eat anything?” 


Fjord nodded slowly, humming an affirmative. “A little, though he was afraid to take it from 
Jester. I’d planned to get more once you were awake.” 


“Let him sleep?” Molly requested, brow furrowing. “He needs it.” 
“You do too, Mols.” Fjord reminded him. 


Molly hummed agreement, cuddling closer to Caleb with a happy noise when Fjord wrapped 
an arm around them both. 
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Caleb wasn’t a stranger to waking up surrounded by the scent of Alpha. Usually, it came with 
more fear and pain rather than the content laziness he currently felt. The two Alphas had 
moved to surround him at some point, though Caleb couldn’t find a complaint. He was warm, 
wasn’t in pain, and the jittery feeling of abandoned rejection had vanished completely. He 
didn’t even mind Molly’s hand dangerously low on his hip. 


It hadn’t been all that long since he’d fallen asleep, probably only a few hours passed. Caleb 
knew that it was only an hour or so after noon, which put them about two days to their 
destination if he remembered correctly. He was pleasantly surprised at how well things had 
turned out. Caleb had worried that asking Fjord to touch him would give the Alpha excuse 
enough to decide to use him. Molly might have been taking up the bed, but in Caleb’s 
experience Alpha’s didn’t exactly care about location when it came to sex. 


At least neither of the Alphas smelled of anger or sadness anymore, just a calm content. He 
sincerely hoped it stayed that way when they woke. He also hoped they woke soon, because 
Fjord had promised more food and Caleb was feeling stable enough to really regret all the 
meals he’d not eaten these past few days. 


Caleb bit back a sigh. As much as he hoped they would wake, he also didn’t want this 
peacefulness to end. He didn’t want to get up, to be the obedient little toy he was supposed to 
be. Here, warm and surrounded by the soft scent of two Alphas, he could pretend for just a 
little while that he mattered. That he wasn’t just a gift, a tool, or a warm body to play with. 
He could pretend that he wasn’t afraid of them. That they would always be gentle in their 
touch. Molly would let him kiss him and wouldn’t be angry after. 


He could pretend that his heat had gone well for once, void of pain or loneliness. Fjord would 
have curled around them both, spreading him out over Molly so they could both take their 
pleasure, making him feel good. It wouldn’t have hurt, for once, and they wouldn’t have 
gotten angry if he made noise. They might even have let him touch them in return. 


It wouldn’t have been the easy comfort and assuredness that he’d had with Wulf and Astrid. 
He’d known those two for so long, built up so much trust, there was no comparison. But with 
Fjord and Molly the desire was strong, a pull towards them that tied them together. He 
wondered if they felt the same, even as he chided himself for the stupidity in that thought. 
Still, if these two Alphas showed even a fraction of the care and attentiveness that Wulf had 


done, it would have been so... good. He would be feeling fulfilled. Exhausted and sore, but 
in the best way. 


Caleb would let them play all of that out now, if he knew that they’d be gentle. If they 
wouldn’t bite, or hit, or choke, or... or all the things that he’d had to endure. They both tasted 
so sweet, even before his heat, in the times he’d been allowed affection, he hadn’t dislike it. 


Lucien had said he wouldn’t use Caleb so soon after a heat, saying that it might hurt him. 
Which was a nice thought but made little sense to Caleb. He’d had sex in and out of heat, but 
the only difference was the level of pain. Of all the times he’d spent with Astrid and Wulf 
before presenting, he’d never once heard her complain about anything hurting. Of course, 
Caleb and Wulf would have died rather than hurt her, so it wasn’t exactly a good comparison. 
All he knew for sure was that with all his previous owners, it hurt a// the time. He simply had 
cared less when the haze of him made him so desperate. 


Either way, it was nice to remember Lucien protesting a situation that would bring him pain. 
It made it easier to pretend that the two Alphas holding him now wouldn’t have made it hurt 
if they’d chosen to use him during his heat. Fjord and Molly made it easy to pretend, even if 
the reality was a far cry different. 


Because they hadn’t used him, didn’t want him like that. Fjord loved Molly, and that was 
most important. Molly loved Fjord, and that was equally important. There wasn’t room for 
him, and they had proven that point very clearly. 


Lucien... Caleb wasn’t sure where he stood on Lucien. That the Alpha shared a body with 
Molly made it all too complicated. And Molly seemed to be the one most often present, so 
Caleb didn’t see how he could be anything more than something for Lucien to amuse himself 
with while he was around. Likely a good thing, because it would probably end badly if 
Lucien took him and Molly returned during or right after. The Alpha clearly had no desire for 
Caleb’s body, so he probably would not react favorably to that scenario. 


Honestly, Caleb knew there was no use in wishing or wonder or daydreaming of a better 
alternative. He was just lucky they allowed him this much. 


Caleb closed his eyes, relaxing in their embrace. Even knowing the fear of them was just a 
breath away, would be back the instant they opened their eyes and looked at him, he could 
still relax in this moment. They were so much better than anyone else he’d been gifted to. 


Molly was doing better it seemed, Caleb thought, turning his attention away from other more 
dangerous imaginings. The Alpha’s skin was back to a vibrant lavender, and any evidence 
of... whatever it was that had happened was gone. Caleb was a little surprised that Fjord had 
chosen to put Caleb between himself and Molly. Initially he’d been eager to stay next to the 
Tiefling, but that must have changed at some point while Caleb slept. Caleb did appreciate 
the warmth, but it did make getting up rather difficult. 


Getting up was becoming more of a priority as Caleb had a growing urgency to relieve 
himself... 


It took Caleb almost ten minutes of careful wiggles and tense freezes the few times either 
Alpha stirred, but he eventually extracted himself from between them. Fjord very 
immediately closed the empty space to curl Molly into his arms. 


It felt cold without them, but not the kind that hurt. Not like before, when it had been in his 
chest and bones. Lucien had helped with that, Fjord finishing what the other Alpha had 
started. Caleb was still in awe that Fjord had allowed him to cling in such a way, had agreed 
to the barely voiced request. 


Awe and wonder and appreciation would have to wait, however, as the urgent need was now 
an emergency. Caleb quickly found his shirt, tugging it on before very carefully creeping out 
of the room. He would just go do his business and come back before either of them woke. 


Five minutes and a relieved bladder later, Caleb made his way back to Molly’s room. He 
couldn’t resist the temptation to stop by his own room for a moment. He wanted his coat and 
his spell books. The coat for warmth, the books for comfort. At some point during his heat, 
after he’d stripped himself, someone had taken them and the harness. He hoped they would 
be here, though he’d beg the Alphas for them if not. 


Caleb found his coat easily enough, shrugging it on as he scoured the room for the books. 
Unfortunately, both the spell books and his leather harness were missing, much to his 
disappointment. Perhaps he needed earn those back. Which he wouldn’t do by getting caught 
sneaking away from Fjord and Molly. He hadn’t had permission to leave and he needed to get 
back. 


Caleb had only just left his room, shutting the door and turning to walk the short distance to 
Molly’s, when his name was called. 


“Caleb!” Jester’s cheerful shout had him jumping and spinning around, heart rate calming to 
see only the cleric and Veth coming towards him. 


“Hallo, Jester. Veth.” Caleb greeted them politely, dipping his head in subtle deference. 


“Awww, Caleb, hello to you too! Do you want another hug? Can I hug you? Pretty please?” 
Jester asked, stopping a few feet away and opening her arms. 


Ah, yes, she was very much going to be his favorite if she kept this up. Caleb purred as he 
stepped into her embrace, much to her squealed delight. He was grateful she did not mind the 
sound, Jester even seemed pleased by it, nor did she mind how he hugged her in return. He 
was usually more... well, he always wanted more affection after a heat, even if all he 
generally received were blows. 


“We were just coming to find you to see if you were hungry.” Veth explained from beside 
them, a contented smile on her face. 


“Yeah, Fjord said he was going to come get some more food for you, but he never showed 
up.” Jester complained, tail lashing wildly enough that Veth had to duck closer to Caleb to 
avoid it. Jester hummed happily a moment later, cuddling Caleb more securely. “But now 
you’re here so we can go get you something for lunch!” 


Caleb was reluctant to deny her what she wanted, but that plan would not work at current. He 
needed to go back to Fjord and Molly, preferably before they noticed him missing. 
“Apologies, Jester. I... cannot. I, ah, I was not given permission to- to leave, I should-“ 


“You don’t need to ask permission, Caleb.” Jester snorted, shaking her head with amusement. 
“Come one, Caduceus even made pastries. No dried fruits today!” 


Caleb tensed, resisting Jester when she started to turn and guide him away. A whine of fear 
slipped from his throat, all warmth and comfort from her embrace vanishing. “P-please. 
Please don’t make me disobey them.” 


“It’s okay, Caleb, they won’t mind.” Jester tried again, tugging lightly at his hand. 


He stepped forward at the implied demand, heart beginning to race as he stopped after only 
one step. She didn’t understand, didn’t know what happened to disobedient Omegas. He was 
going to be in enough trouble if and when they noticed he’d left. 


“Please, miss. Please?” Caleb asked again, voice a hoarse whisper past the catch in his throat. 


“Jester, let him go back.” Veth advised, reaching up to pat Caleb’s hand reassuringly, gaining 
his full attention in the process. “You can go back and ask, it’s alright. We didn’t mean to 
scare you. Fjord and Molly won’t mind, but you can go ask them if you want.” 


“Thank you.” Caleb breathed in relief. “Thank you. I would- would be glad to go with you if- 
if they allow.” 


He still might be in trouble, but at least he’d be showing willingness to obey the rules. It 
might be enough that the Alphas would allow him to eat. Caleb wasn’t so confident about 
eating without them there, still unclear on the line for meals. He wouldn’t know what or how 
much was allowed without them there to make the rules clear. Fjord had taken such worries 
and guesses out of the picture entirely earlier, giving him what he deemed appropriate 
without Caleb needing worry about taking too much. The comfortable feeling of being cared 
for had probably not been intentionally, but Caleb had enjoyed it anyway. 


Caleb backed away from Veth and Jester, keeping his eyes down in additional apology for 
rejecting Jester’s request. 


“T will ask.” He promised, hesitant to turn his back to them. He was a few paces from Molly’s 
door before he turned, reaching out to very carefully and slowly turn the knob to open the 
door. 


It creaked a little, but so did the majority of the ship. He closed it just as softly again, turning 
around and finding that Fjord and Molly were both still asleep. On one hand, it was a relief. 
They weren’t waiting to punish him for leaving. On the other, this meant he would need to 
wake them in order to keep his promise to Jester. 


Of course, an apology would need be the first thing from his lips. He’d left without 
permission, a thing he’d be admitting to simply by revealing he’d spoken to Jester. Hopefully 
his reasoning would be enough to placate them. He’d reassure them he knew his place, that 


he belonged to them. Caleb felt like that might be enough that they wouldn’t punish him, but 
if they chose to do so anyway maybe it would be quick. Then he’d tell them of Jester’s 
request and ask permission to obey it. 


Step one, waking them. Just how to do so? 
A simple task, as it turned out, requiring only a few steps towards where the two lay sleeping. 


Molly was the one to open his eyes, blinking up at Caleb for a moment before looking at 
Fjord. He scowled at the warlock, sitting up and taking stock of the room before focusing on 
Caleb. “At least someone here does as I ask.” 


Lucien. 


This changed things, all of Caleb’s planned requests and apologies going out the window in 
an instance. Caleb dropped his gaze, waiting as Lucien stretched slowly. The Alpha moved 
his limbs, bending his elbows and fingers, rolling his neck and shoulders as if testing the 
movement. After a moment he looked back at Caleb, scanning the Omega up and down. “Did 
you leave to change?” 


Caleb winced, even though there was no anger in the words. He knelt carefully, putting 
himself lower than the Alpha as he answered. “Yes, A- ...Lucien?” 


The reply came out as half a question, Caleb uncertain of the expectation of name versus title. 
Lucien had let him use “Alpha” earlier. 


A smile curled across the Tiefling’s face. “What a good boy, remembering my lessons. But 
why are you back and smelling of Jester? I'd imagine she would have wanted to whisk you 
away.” 


“T-“ Caleb began to explain, though stopped as Fjord stirred. 


“Molly?” Fjord muttered sleepily, slowly sitting up to look blearily between Caleb on the 
floor and Lucien sitting up on the bed nearby. 


Lucien flinched at the name, one hand going to his temple as he growled a low note. He 
wavered, going limp for a second before jerking back upright. 


“What...?” Molly asked, confusion lighting his tone and face. “Caleb... what... what’s going 
on?” 


“What are you doing down there?” Fjord echoed the confusion, not seeming to notice the 
shift from Lucien to Molly. “Come back up here.” 


Caleb obeyed immediately, crawling over and letting Fjord tug him back in between himself 
and Molly. He rolled onto his back, offering his throat in surrender the moment he way laying 
down. “I... beg forgiveness for leaving. I-“ 


“Tt’s fine.” Fjord assured quickly, purring and nuzzling at Caleb’s neck as he lay back down 
beside the mage. 


Molly nodded in agreement, though still had a puzzled look on his face. 


“Did Jester want something?” Fjord asked, breath hot against Caleb’s neck. The Alpha had 
caught her scent as easily as Lucien, and Caleb couldn’t have asked for a better opening. 


“She wanted me to go with her, Alpha.” Caleb answered, gaze flickering to Molly. The 
Tiefling gave no reaction to the use of a title, so Caleb continued. “May I? She... wanted to 
give me lunch, if that is permitted?” 


“Ugh, damn, I’ll bet she’s annoyed I didn’t come get you some more food like I’d promised.” 
Fjord huffed, sitting back up and running a hand down his face. “I didn’t want to wake you, 
and Molly needed rest...” 


“T wouldn’t mind some food right now.” Molly chuckled, very abruptly changing topics a 
second later as he looked down at Caleb. “Caleb, were you talking to Lucien?” 


Caleb nodded warily, bracing himself just in case, but the Alpha only frowned and looked 
away. Caleb licked his lips, gaze flickering between the two of them. He was tentatively 
hopeful there would be no punishment, though both of them were acting very oddly. “May I 
go with Jester?” 


“Of course.” Fjord agreed easily. 
“Mind if I join?” Molly asked simultaneously. “I could use some cheerful energy.” 
Molly chuckled when Fjord pulled a face. “No offense, you cheer me up plenty.” 


The playful flirtatious words were the type Caleb had seen and heard Molly direct at Fjord 
more than once, yet they were somewhat lacking in this moment. The expression was right, 
the words the same, but he seemed distracted. With what, Caleb had no idea, only hoped it 
wasn’t over something to do with him. 


Whether Fjord noticed or not, Caleb also didn’t know. The warlock just snorted and rolled to 
his feet, reaching down to help Caleb stand a moment later. Molly was right behind them, the 
three exiting the room after a brief pause for Fjord to grab his shirt. 


Much to Caleb’s surprise and relief, Jester and Veth were still waiting, only a few feet from 
the door now. 


Jester gave Fjord a very judgmental glare, crossing her arms with her tail flicking restlessly 
behind her. 


Fjord sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m sorry Jester, but he fell asleep. What was I 
supposed to do, wake him up?” 


Jester looked up, considering for a moment, then relaxed with a cheerful smile. “I suppose I 
can forgive you this once.” 


Jester wormed her way in between Caleb and Molly as the group headed up above deck. She 
gave the blood hunter a side eye for a few paces, only throwing an arm around him once 


she’d determined that it was actually Molly. “I’m very glad you’re feeling better. You really 
worried us.” 


Molly smiled, a little strained, knocking their horns together gently. “Thanks to you and 
Caddy I am. Now what’s this I hear about food?” 
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Between the two of them, Fjord and Molly were able to convince Caleb that he was very 
much allowed to eat. Molly gently reminded him that there was no rule for him about 
accepting food, and also reminded him that there were no restrictions on how much. Rations 
didn’t apply, Caleb could eat the last of everything and Molly would be delighted. 


Fjord did less convincing and more nodding in agreement with Molly. The Tiefling had 
addressed the issue when Caleb had first come to them, so there was more of a connection to 
the problem. Caleb was quick to obey the slightest suggestion, but that was another issue for 
another time. Besides, it was nice seeing Molly focusing on something other than being angry 
at himself. 


Molly’s approach worked, obviously, as Caleb ate nearly twice as much as they normally saw 
him eat. Or maybe he was just starving after not having eaten anything for days on end. Sure, 
he kept pausing as if checking to see if it were really acceptable, but when he finally finished 
he wasn’t giving any kind of wistful looks towards his plate. 


Caleb fidgeted when he was done, eventually turning to Fjord, submitting as he asked. 
“May... may I a-ask where my- where the spell books are?” 


“They’re yours.” Fjord was quick to assure him, picking up on the change of phrasing. “But 
I’m afraid I don’t know where-“ 


“T have them!” Veth exclaimed, leaping up from her seat and apologizing quickly. “I’m so 
sorry, I forgot all about them. I’ll go get them for you, I meant to bring them to you, I'll go 
get them.” 


“Could I-“ Caleb began with an eager hope lighting his face. He started to rise, though 
hesitated with a glance at Fjord halfway. 


“You can go with her, Caleb.” Fjord told him, trying his best to smile reassuringly. “I do 
enjoy your company, but you don’t have to stay by my side at all times. I want you to spend 
time with the others too.” 


“Yeah. Go, rest, talk to people, whatever you want.” Molly added. “Completely up to you.” 


Caleb looked at them with puzzlement, standing slowly and stepping away from them. Fjord 
didn’t move, except to slide closer to lean against Molly as he tried to project unthreatening, 
relaxed, no demands to be had. 


Caleb moved over to Veth, gaze flickering over to Jester once he was out of reach of the 
Alphas. The cleric instantly bounded over to him, throwing her arms around him in a hug. 
“Of course, I’1l come too!” 


Some of Fjord’s nervous worry relaxed when Caleb chuckled at Jester’s antics. They were 
out the door a moment later, Molly slumping forward onto the table with a groan as soon as 
they were gone. 


“Molly?” Fjord asked worriedly, hesitantly reaching to touch his shoulder. “Are you alright?” 


“M’ fine.” Molly said, voice muffled as he slid his arms up to bury his face in them. “T just 
really hate it when Lucien shows up when I’m sleeping. Fucking weirdest feeling in the 
world.” 


“Has he done that before?” Caduceus asked, watching the bloodhunter with a calm intensity. 


Molly shook his head as he looked up, resting his chin on his folded arms as he half lay 
across the table. “Not that I know of. Just this morning and it was... so fucking weird.” 


“T think we might need to revisit looking into a way to separate you two.” Fjord sighed. 


“Oh, yeah, heads up that Lucien is already doing that. I don’t think I told you, what with all 
the crap that’s been happening, but he’s got someone looking into that.” Molly said dully. 


“You had mentioned, but skipped out on the details at the time.” Fjord commented. “I don’t 
think you knew them, when you first said.” 


“It was back in Nicodranas, when he wandered off before we left. Turns out he didn’t murder 
the bastard that tried to grab Caleb. Instead, he gave him a job. Something about a hag, I 
don’t know. He was being cryptic.” Molly explained. 


Fjord sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. That didn’t sound great, but it wasn’t the worst 
outcome. And if Molly didn’t know much about what Lucien had been talking about, then the 
guy he’d sent out probably didn’t know much either. “Chances are his errand boy won’t get 
much done.” 


“Probably not.” Molly snorted, even smiling a little. “Like I said, he was cryptic. It’s over 
near the Cyrios Mountains, that’s all I know for certain. At least that’s the only detail that 
made any sense.” 


“Tf he finds this hag, it could be dangers even if he doesn’t know what the task is.” Caduceus 
warned. “This man knows you, or Lucien at least, and he knows Caleb.” 


“What could he possible do with that information? He doesn’t even have our names.” Molly 
pointed out. 


“T haven’t had any dealings with hags, but I do know that their magic is strange.” Caduceus 
explained slowly. “I’ve heard they made deals, but I don’t know how that works. If he only 
needs to have met you, that could be a problem.” 


“Let’s just... let’s just deal with one thing at a time.” Fjord sighed, feeling exhausted all over 
again. “We need to deal with the King’s assignment first, bring back this relic. That should 
give us enough gold that we can take some time and try to track down a new lead on this 
whole... thing.” 


“Are we going to try and stop Lucien’s guy?” Molly asked, siting up a little to lean on one 
elbow. 


“T don’t think we would be able to.” Caduceus advised. “It’s been over two weeks since we 
left Nicodranas. By the time we get back, he’1l have had three weeks or more of a head start.” 


“Was he supposed to report back to Lucien? How’s that supposed to work?” Fjord asked. 


Molly shook his head. “He didn’t say, Lucien just told him to figure it out. Usual threats 
about hunting him down if he flaked. Lucien made a pretty compelling example of the guy’s 
buddies.” 


“Molly-“ 


“T’d rather not go into detail, or even remember it right now.” Molly growled, pushing 
himself up from the table. 


Fjord bit back another sigh, taking the very obvious hint that Molly was done with the 
conversation. He wasn’t looking forward to when Lucien came back and remembered this 
conversation, doubtless the man would have something to say about it. It’s not like they 
wanted to prevent him from finding a solution. Just... they preferred one that wasn’t 
dangerous to Molly or the rest of them. 


“Alright, I suppose I should go make an appearance. Do some captaining before Orly decides 
to gather a mutiny.” 


“Guess we should probably explain ourselves a little.”” Molly muttered. 
“T should.” Fjord corrected. “Neither of you did anything wrong.” 
“Doesn’t change how he’s pissed at all of us.” Molly retorted. 


“Not all of us.” Caduceus informed them, sipping his tea when they turned to look at him. 


Fjord loved the way Molly perked up, the Tiefling reclaiming his seat and leaning forward as 
he demanded the full story. Fjord was just as eager; it wasn’t often that Caduceus shared 
gossip. It must be quite the tale if he was sharing. Or the Firbolg just knew Molly needed a 
change of topic and something new to focus on. 
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Veth had stored Caleb’s spell books very carefully in her own quarters, the tomes wrapped up 
in the leather harness and tucked under her bed. Jester tugged him into the room even before 
Veth could invite him, the halfling too busy currently pulling out the items to notice. 


“Here Caleb, I meant to bring them to you earlier, but Lucien and then with Molly... But here 
they are, safe and sound.” Veth had explained, handing him the books. 


He accepted them gladly, flipping through them idly to check everything was as it should be. 
He trailed along behind the two of them absently as he did so, fumbling over excuses a few 
minutes later as he broke away from them to head off on his own. 


With his spell books, and a full stomach, and more than one hug additional from Jester and 
Veth, Caleb was feeling... good. Well enough to wander above deck, breathing in the fresh 
air and looking up at the open sky. It was just tinting orange now, the sun beginning to sink 
below the line on the horizon. He retreated up the stairs when he noticed Beauregard among 
the sailors, skirting around the side of the railing and hesitating when he saw Orly at the 
wheel of the ship. 


Caleb had not really spoken to the Tortle before, though Marius liked him so he couldn’t be 
too bad. Nobody else was up here, so Caleb thought it prudent to ask 1f he were allowed. He 
wasn’t sure the protocol for ships or dealing with the crew. The only people outside of the 
pack he’d spoken to were Marius and that one man who explained the cannon drills to him. 


Caleb dropped his gaze when Orly looked over at him, though jumped and looked up again 
when the Tortle’s bagpipes wheezed as he shifted his weight. “M-m-m-my name’s Orly. I 
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don’t r-r-recon we had the pleasure of m-m-m-meetin’. 


“No, ah, not as... such. Jester speaks very highly of you.” Caleb replied politely, accepting 
the offered handshake with only a little surprise. “I am Caleb.” 


“M-m-marius speaks highly of you.” Orly replied, grinning lazily. 


“Ah, thank you. Would it bother you if I were up here?” Caleb asked, finding Orly to be just 
as Jester and Marius had described. 


“You’re m-m-most welcome here.” Orly said easily. “N-n-n-n-no one’! bother if you don’t 
want.” 


Caleb nodded, glad and thankful for the reassurance. Having someone around keeping an eye 
out for problems was safer, and it not being one of the Nien was less... suffocating. He 
needed some time to think, to evaluate the past few days. 


Caleb moved over to the railing that overlooked the main deck below, resting his hands on 
the stained wood. Beauregard was still down there, not that he’d expected her to vanish in the 
few moments he hadn’t been looking. She seemed to be fitting in well enough with the crew, 
took to her role as Fjord’s first mate on the ship well enough. Unsurprising. She was an 
Alpha, was of the Cobalt Soul, and both those things tended to indicate someone who liked to 
be in control. 


Except she didn’t act like that the vast majority of the time. None of the Nien Alpha’s acted 
like a typical Alpha. Away from them all, Caleb was better able to think objectively about his 
heat, the actions of the pack, and what they’d said and done afterwards. And it was... strange. 
He wouldn’t go so far as to admit he felt safe with them, but they weren’t- 


“Caleb.” 


Caleb jumped slightly, having been lost in thought and tuned out everything around him. Orly 
was still there a few feet away at the wheel, which was a relief. More of a relief was seeing 
that it had been Marius calling out to him. Going by the amused smile on the half-elf’s face, 
and the glance he shot towards Orly, Marius had tried catching his attention before this. 
“You’re up and around again, that’s good.” 


“Ja, for a few hours now. I...” Caleb agreed. He paused, head tilting in confusion. Something 
wasn’t quite right, was different. It hit him a second later, Caleb turning fully to face Marius. 
“You aren’t wearing that perfume.” 


Marius rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly, glancing briefly at Orly again. “Yeah, about 
that... while you were out of commission, things... got a little crazy.” 


Caleb lifted an eyebrow, not at all reassured. What could have gone so wrong that Marius 
would risk the entire crew knowing he was Omega? Would risk the Nein knowing. Having 
two Omega’s made it much easier to train them both, Marius had to know that. Sure, he’d just 
been trying to reconcile that the pack was different that he was used to, but still... It was 
dangerous. 


The blonde stepped closer, leaning against the railing to down at the deck in front of them. 
“Fjord came around asking about heats a few days ago, guess they figured me out.” 


“T didn’t tell them.” Caleb hedged, unable to completely keep from shying away from Orly 
when the Tortle stepped away from the wheel to join them. He didn’t think the man would 
become angry or violent, but Marius had made it clear enough previously that Orly looked 
out for him. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility there would be retaliation should blame 
be placed on Caleb. It had happed often enough that it was almost second nature to expect it 
at this point. 


“We kn-n-n-now you didn’t.” Orly assured easily, pipes wheezing a little as he shifted his 
weight. 


“And more importantly, that you wouldn’t.” Marius added. 


Caleb nodded, short spike of adrenaline fading quickly enough. He couldn’t help but to look 
over Marius, reassuring himself that there were no injuries on the other Omega. None he 
could see thankfully, and when he took a subtle breath of the man’s scent he could catch no 
blood or pain. That was good. And, Caleb rationalized, Marius had Orly. The pack liked the 
Tortle so far as Caleb knew, would probably respect his claim on Marius despite him being 
Beta. 


“Are- You are not hurt, are you?” Caleb asked to be sure. 


“T’m fine.” Marius said, shaking his head to Caleb’s question before continuing. “Anyway, 
when Fjord came around asking, I told him that I had spent them alone before. It wasn’t fun, 
but it wasn’t dangerous. I don’t always like company, can’t always find good company, so 
I’m on my own more often than not.” 


Marius flushed, picking at a splinter in the wood grains of the ship. Clearly, he was somewhat 
uncomfortable discussing such an intimate matter, which Caleb completely understood. It 
wasn’t exactly something he’d go around just discussing casually. It did make him feel for 
Marius. If the man was this awkward mentioning it with him, the discussion with Fjord 
would have been worse. 


“Ah, I have... never been alone for mine.” Caleb explained, able to see where this was going. 
Had gone. Again he had to quell the panic, glancing over Marius again to double check he 
wasn’t hurt. 


Marius winced, clearing his throat and shaking off the awkwardness. “Bad advice from me 
for Fjord then. And explains why he was so royally pissed two days later. Seriously, if it 
weren’t for Orly...” 


Marius shuddered, distress emanating from him strongly enough that Caleb stepped closer. 
He turned to lean against the railing too, letting their shoulders touch. “I’m sorry.” 


“Tt’s not your fault.” Marius breathed, glancing over toward Orly again. The Tortle hadn’t 
said much, but Caleb didn’t mind his presence. He clearly made Marius feel calmer. The half- 
elf sighed, looking back out over the deck. “And it’s not the first time I’ve had an Alpha 
yelling at me, won’t be the last either I’m sure. But he was loud enough my little secret got 
out. Elkin’s threw my stash overboard. Guess he thought if you were off limits, I was fair 
game.” 


“Did-“ Caleb began to ask, a cold fear flashing through him. It was his worst fear played out 
on another. Unbonded and alone, trapped with nowhere to run and too many strangers 
wishing harm. 


“Don’t worry about it.” Marius interrupted, leaning more firmly into Caleb and cutting the 
mage’s imaginings short. He nodded down toward the decks below, towards the figure in 
bright Cobalt blue. “First mate Beau there tossed him overboard yesterday after he... uh, 
well, it wasn’t fun, but he didn’t get too far. Orly was otherwise occupied.” 


“The m-m-m-mast on the port side had some damage.” Orly chipped in, a frown crossing his 
face. 


“Convenient...” Caleb commented, picking up on the tone. 


Orly only grunted, Marius picking back up with the retelling. “Yeah, convenient. Like I said, 
he didn’t get far. I’m not that great at the fighting, but one of the crew went and found 
Beau... anyway, she’s scary as hell, but not too bad I guess. Kicked his ass, tossed him over, 
said same rules apply to me as you, and went about her day.” 


That was not a story that made sense. 
“Rules?” 
“The whole ‘hands off’ thing.” Marius clarified. 


Caleb tilted his head, brow furrowing as he looked towards Beau still on the deck below. The 
monk had no stake in Marius, had shown him little to no favor thus far, and generally only 
tolerated his existence as much as Caleb was aware. Yet she’d stepped in to help him. Had 
done so even though she must have known he was Omega, one that Fjord was angry with to 
boot. 


There was no gain to be had. None that he could see. If she had asked for something, Marius 
did not show it. If she had not expected anything in return, then what reason could she have 
had? The Cobalt Soul didn’t do anything without recompense, without it giving them some 
type of gain. There was always a goal, always something to be gained, Zeenoth had shown 
him that more than once. Other Expositors had reinforced that lesson. 


“She didn’t... I mean.. the others? Fjord, or- or Molly, or...” Caleb stumbled over asking, 
still trying to fit in this information into the world he’d come to know was fact. A fact the 
Nien challenged with their actions each day, yet here was proof it was not just... an act or a 
fluke or... or a temporary thing. And Beauregard should have been the worst of them, yet she 
had assisted a free Omega. And she’d never told the others about Astrid either... 


“Hm?” Marius hummed in confusion, not really following Caleb’s question. “Oh, I guess 
some of them don’t know about the whole thing. Fjord and Lucien wouldn’t, or Molly, I 
mean. They were...um... busy, with you, I guess...” 


Marius flushed red, clearing his throat and continuing hurriedly. “Caduceus was nice enough 
to bring me some tea after it happened, so he knows, and Veth came by and started talking 
about the best way to stab someone with a dagger.” 


Marius laughed at that memory, grinning and clapping Caleb on the shoulder as the mage 
stood near open mouthed in shocked surprise. “It was actually pretty helpful, she even 
offered to find me a nice blade from the next pirate she killed. I’m sure she’d give you 
lessons too.” 


Caleb winced a little at the mention of lessons, though he understood it would not be the 
same type nor structure as that word usually implied for him. “I think I prefer stick to magic. 
I doubt I would be much use with a weapon.” 


“Suit yourself.” Marius shrugged, settling back against the railing to watch the sun slip below 
the horizon. It was quiet and peaceful, even the screeching of bagpipes as Orly headed back 
over to the wheel didn’t to break the mood. Yet for all the peace around him, Caleb could not 
quiet his racing thoughts. 


In the end, it was Caleb who broke the still quiet of the coming evening. He needed to know, 
to be sure, and stupid as it was there was only one undeniable way to find out. Caleb looked 
over at Marius beside him, shoring up his own resolve before asking. 


“Marius, would you help me with something?” 
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Would you help me with something? 


Fjord stopped, head cocking as he caught the soft-spoken question, unmistakably Caleb. 
Fjord had only just left Molly and Caduceus, the Tiefling in much higher spirits now. Cad had 
relayed the whole story of what happened between Beau and the crewmember, and Orly’s 
softened attitude toward their pack as a result. Fjord was both pleased and guilty. 


On the one hand, he was glad that this Elkins guy was gone. On the other, he was guilty that 
it had been his fault Marius had been attacked in the first place. Most comforting about the 
whole ordeal, however, was the knowledge that some people on the crew were upstanding 
enough to get help to deal with that kind of thing. Too many people would have just turned a 
blind eye, much like Fjord was feeling they had done to society’s way of treating Omegas as 
a whole. 


It had turned out alright, thankfully, and the rest of the crew had gotten the message clearly 
that absolutely none of that type of behavior would be tolerated. No matter who the Omega 
was. 


Fjord knew that he should probably keep walking, should go up to the bow of the ship as 
he’d been intending to do, and relieve Orly. Except that would take him up near Caleb and... 


“Yeah, anything.” 


Marius. Caleb was with Marius and asking his help. Was asking for help. What could he need 
help with? Was he hurt? Did he not having something he needed? Fjord had to work to 
temper the rush of adrenaline-fueled panic, the instinctual need to provide for his Omega 
flooding his sense. 


No. No, he should leave, should give Caleb his privacy. Except Fjord couldn’t make himself 
move. Instead, he waited in stillness, guilty but unable to walk away without know exactly 
how he’d failed. 


“Could I stay with you? Orly as well, if he would not mind sharing a room with the two of us. 
It... would be safer, I think.” Caleb requested softly. 


“Uh, yeah, of course.” Marius agreed quickly, pausing before continuing more sheepishly. 
“Honestly, since the whole Elkins thing, I’ve been rooming with him.” 


Fjord winced. He hadn’t known that. Hadn’t known about the attack until today. He should 
apologize to Marius. 


“Are... you sure? I understand if it is too much to ask.” Caleb pressed, sounding baffled. 


“We can go ask Orly now, if you want. But he’Il agree. And we can go get your things now 
too.” Marius offered. “Stay as long as you want.” 


“Tf you say he will not mind, I trust you, and it will only be for the rest of the journey to the 
islands. I just... need time. There isn’t much to gather, I will not take up much space. I... 
would appreciate the company though. I don’t know what-“ Caleb cut off, sighing lightly. “It 
would be my preference not to come across any of the Nien.” 


Fjord turned to walk away, unable to listen to the two of them planning any longer. Caleb 
didn’t even want anything to do with them? He knew he shouldn’t have been listening, knew 
it had been a bad idea, and sure enough... it was. His stomach twisted, guilt knotting with a 
feeling of near grief. 


Caleb was asking for help to get away from them, and that wasn’t something Fjord knew how 
to deal with. ‘Just until they reached the islands’ Fjord reminded himself. Caleb wasn’t trying 
to leave them forever. 


Yet. 


While Fjord had thought of squirrelling the Omega away and freeing him somewhere safer 
when they’d first met, the thought of doing that now and never seeing the man again was 
more than a little distressing. He’d gotten very attached to Caleb. So had all of them. He 
barely knew the mage, but he still couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing him again. 


To make matters worse, Zeenoth was involved. It would have been difficult enough to 
appease the King if it was found that they’d gotten rid of his ‘gift’, but they could have made 
do. Fjord didn’t think they’d be able to convince Zeenoth of anything. It would put them all 
in danger if Caleb did want to leave. Fjord would be more than willing to deal with that if 
absolutely necessary, was confident the others would as well if it meant Caleb was free and 
safe. 


But Fjord didn’t want Caleb to leave. He’d had no chance to really get to know the man. The 
only thing he knew about Caleb that was probably truly Caleb was the extreme reverence that 
the mage had for his spell books. Most everything else was a product of fear and training. 
Fjord wanted to know the man past that. He wanted to have the chance. 


Despite that, he would never try and force Caleb to stay with them. If Caleb tried to sneak 
away with Marius and Orly, Fjord would let him. Would help even. The rest of the Nien 
would do the same and would deal with the fallout gladly. 


“You look like someone kicked your dog.” Beau’s gruff tone caught Fjord’s attention, pulling 
him from his pensive thoughts. “You piss off Orly again.” 


Fjord grimaced, shaking his head as he kept walking. Beau didn’t take the hint, instead 
moved to stay in step with him. “Come on, spill. You have this whole constipated look. What 
happened?” 


“T do not-“ Fjord began in an affronted tone, cutting off with a groan. She wasn’t going to 
leave him alone and she had that look on her face that said she was going to get more and 
more insulting until he told her what was bothering him. He waved his hand toward a more 
secluded section of the ship, leading the way over. 


Beau leaned against the mast once they were situated, crossing her arms as she looked Fjord 
over expectantly. 


“T... overheard Caleb making plans to stay with Marius.” Fjord admitted, face darkening in 
embarrassment. 


“Wow. Eavesdropping. Way to grow a relationship.” Beau snarked. 


“That wasn’t my intention!” Fjord said defensively. “And shouldn’t you be more upset or 
worried about him potentially wanting to leave forever?” 


Beau shrugged. “I get why you’d be worried about that, but he’s not gonna leave.” 


Fjord narrowed his eyes, suspicious about Beau’s lack of worry. And about the complete 
certainty in her tone. She couldn’t possibly think that he’d make Caleb stay. But how else 
would she sound so certain. “You know I wouldn’t stop him if he wanted to.” 


“T know that.” Beau growled, throwing him a look of annoyance. “But at what point did 
bunking with friends turn into wanting to leave forever? Can you blame him? We did royally 
fuck up leaving him alone during his heat.” 


Fjord winced. Beau had a good point. It would make sense that Caleb wouldn’t want to sleep 
alone in his room. Fjord also completely understood why Caleb wouldn’t want to share a 
room with any of them. He didn’t trust them. But Marius was another Omega. And since 
Marius trusted Orly, then maybe that was why Caleb was okay with the Tortle too. 


Really, he should be glad. He should be happy that Caleb was making his own choices, doing 
what he wanted. If only what Caleb wanted didn’t hurt so much. 


“Are you sure about this?” Marius asked in a low whisper. 
“No.” Caleb retorted just as quietly. 
“But you’re going to do it anyway.” 


“Ja 99 


“Right...” Marius agreed dubiously, glancing around at the mage’s sparce belongings that 
now resided in his and Orly’s room. Caleb himself was curled tightly up in the furthest corner 
from the door, arms wrapped around himself and appeared a hairs breath away from changing 
his mind. 


“It is not permanently, just... just to see. Just so I can be sure, I'll stay with them after. I’m 
theirs.” Caleb explained, a repetition of what he’d said a couple times in the interim of 
gathering his things and moving them. Convincing himself more than anything, because 
Marius wasn’t exactly against the idea of Caleb just running away with him and Orly. 


Marius had tried telling Caleb that he didn’t have to belong to the Nien, but had gotten a near 
panicked explanation involving Astrid and Eodwulf and Zeenoth contradicting that argument. 
He hadn’t understood any of it, if he were honest. Only that it was apparently very bad to try 
and leave. 


That had taken Caleb a moment to calm down from, thankfully they’d been in the wizard’s 
room at the time, and Marius kept any other such comments to himself. Instead of bringing 
up the option of leaving again, he stepped over to sit beside Caleb, offering as much support 
as he could. 


“Explain to me exactly what it is you’re trying to prove again?” Marius requested, both to try 
and understand it fully and distract Caleb. 


“That they are not lying. That this is not some game. That I am not a thing to them.” Caleb 
breathed out, more bluntly than any other time, a telling indication to his state of mind. The 
cadence of his words slowed as he continued, the uncontrolled anxiety and fear abating the 
more he spoke. “I’ve been given to many who work for the King, they all had their own 
games, their own desires. The Nien haven’t followed the same, but they work for Dwendal. 
They take orders from Zeenoth. Beauregard was his student, but she helped you. There are 
too many contradictions that I cannot make sense of.” 


“Which is why you need some space.” Marius picked up, repeating the reasoning Caleb had 
originally given for this whole move. 


“They let me be Beta on Brokenbank, but that was for a purpose. Might as well have been an 
order.” Caleb said evenly. “They don’t take what is, by all laws of the Empire, theirs 
during... during my heat. They treat me like... like a person. I just... I want to know that it is 
real.” 


“And if it is?” Marius pressed carefully. 


“T don’t know.” Caleb admitted, sagging slightly. “I have not had that since... since Eodwulf. 
They offer less stability than he, but- but the respect would be a nice change.” 


“And the lack of stability would be-“ 


“Would be their insistence they have no rules, yes.” Caleb finished with a sigh. 


“You ever considered talking about that to them?” Marius asked. Caleb only snorted as an 
answer, which obviously meant he had not. “I could bring it up with them. I mean, if you tell 
me what kind of rules you’re looking for, I could-” 


“T’ll turn you into a frog if you even try.” Caleb threatened, sounded tired enough that even 
Marius couldn’t take it to heart. Not that he was going to risk it either way, so he let the 
subject drop. 


“Okay, okay. No putting things out clearly on the table.” Marius muttered in complaint. 
“Let us see how they react to something so akin to running away first.” Caleb scowled. 


Caleb truly had no intention of running away. For one, he wasn’t quite so lost in panic as that 
one foolish attempt after he’d attacked Beauregard. That had been a stupid move with 
absolutely no thought put into it. His current course of action had more consideration, though 
he still risked a great deal. 


Secondly, and this one he felt most anxious about, a large part of him did not want to leave 
the Nien. Yes, the Alphas still terrified him most of the time. However, Jester and Veth and 
Caduceus were... his friends. Or he considered them as such anyway, felt affection towards 
them in such a way. Whether they felt the same... Well, he supposed he would find out 
during this little test of his. 


Assuming Fjord allowed it to go on that far. There was still a chance the Alpha would simply 
come force Caleb back. A small chance he heped knew, but one that still lingered at the back 
of his mind. 


Caleb and Marius sat in silence for a long while. Neither Orly nor Marius had that much 
stuff, but neither did Caleb, so it all fit well enough in the small cabin. Caleb didn’t blame 
Marius for choosing to bunk with Orly after the whole Elkins thing, he’d have done the same. 
It was probably going to make the next few days tense and uncomfortable, but a small price 


to pay. 


“So, are you planning on staying in here the whole rest of the trip, or...””» Marius questioned 
after the silence had stretched too long. 


Caleb shook his head standing and taking a step toward the door. He hesitated, not leaving 
just yet. He wasn’t sure he was ready to face the music for his actions. “You know I have not 
done something so blatantly reckless since I was trained at the Cobalt Soul?” 


“With the state of the Empire, I’m surprised you ever did anything reckless.” Marius retorted, 
getting up as well. 


Caleb chuckled wryly. He could see how Marius would think that. 


“T presented very late.” Caleb reminded Marius. “And working with Wulf and Astrid for the 
Assembly presented a great many opportunities for recklessness.” 


“You had mentioned those two before, your old pack. Can I ask... what happened to them?” 
Marius asked carefully. 


Caleb looked away, hesitant to discuss them. Marius was no threat, had agreed to help him. 
Was letting Caleb stay with him and Orly. If anyone were safe to speak of them to, it would 
be the half-elf. Caleb missed his old pack, missed talking to them, seeing them. He would 
never get them back the way it used to be, and he was only just now daring to hope and plan 
to have them back at all. 


“What is there to say?” Caleb began slowly, careful not to pick too hard at the wound in his 
own self over these memories. ““We worked for the Assembly, were some of the few 
Volstrucker. An elite team of mages who protected the Empire and her interests. It was... 
unprecedented to have an Omega as a member. Only Ikithon’s influence allowed it. Any 
mission Astrid went on had to include Eodwulf. Things only changed when I presented. We 
thought we could stay together, that Ikithon would do the same as he had for Astrid. Our faith 
in him was misplaced. Ikithon took Ludinus Da’leth’s place as Martinet the same time 
Zeenoth became High Curator.” 


“Not that it lasted...” Caleb spat bitterly. “Ikithon died, was executed of all things, a few 
years later. I found out through a General in the king’s army, my owner at the time.” 


“And what happened to your pack?” Marius asked quietly. 


“Astrid and I were taken to be retrained at the Cobalt Soul. We learned to obey, to survive. 
We protected each other as best we could, Astrid and I. We fought back once, tried to 
escape.” Caleb explained, wandering over to sit on one of the cots. He leaned forward, 
bracing his elbows on his legs as he stared at the floor. 


“T’m guessing that didn’t go well.” Marius stated, joining him. 


“No, it went very well.” Caleb said dryly, bitterly. “Too well. We razed Zeenoth’s home near 
to the ground. We were Volstrucker, handpicked by Master Trent Ikithon. We had fought and 
defeated countless enemies in the name of the Empire. One house and a handful of guards 
were no match for us. Not with the fury we both felt at the betrayal.” 


Caleb’s hands tighten where they were clasped in front of him. He had never told anyone this, 
tried not to think about it himself. It hurt. It hurt to remember those times, what had been 
robbed from them. He had replayed these events in his head so often over the years, had 
regretted so much. 


Marius was quiet, silent beside him. After a moment, Caleb continued. 


“We should have known better. We searched for Wulf, neither Astrid nor myself would leave 
him behind. Tracking him took some time, more than either of us wanted. Took more arcane 
energy than we’d have liked too. We were reckless, too full of anger. Overconfident at the 
success of our own escape. But it was never an escape, only another lesson.” 


meee 


Caleb had expected a fortress. Astrid as well, if the insulted expression on her face was 
anything to go by. This... village, this settlement, couldn’t possibly be holding Eodwulf. The 
Alpha was just as powerful as they, there was no way he was being held here. 


It was the right place thought, they’d both read the signs. The cobalt robed figures patrolling 
the outer perimeter were a dead giveaway as well. There was a light layer of snow on the 
ground, the air around them biting with the chill of winter. Neither of them had a care for it, 
too focused on their goal. 


“Lets go.” Astrid said impatiently, arcane energy swirling around one hand as she began to 
step forward. 


“Nien, Astrid, wait.” Caleb insisted, reaching forward to grab her arm. 
She turned to glare at him. “Wait for what? For them to-“ 


“Think, Astrid. We are outnumbered, have not the power we did hours ago. We need to be 
more careful or we will fail.” Caleb hissed, holding on to her despite her attempts to shake 
him off. 

“T won’t leave him here!” 


“Nor will I, but we cannot take them on by force.” Caleb reasoned. 


Astrid threw a look toward the gathered buildings, the monks that patrolled them. Caleb 
stood silent, hand still on her arm, as she took a few deep breaths. He knew Astrid was rash at 
times, headstrong in a way that he very much admired, and it had gotten them this far. But 
Caleb knew they needed to conserve their strength if they wanted to get in and out with 
Eodwulf. 


Caleb knew Astrid well enough to see the moment she submitted leadership of this venture to 
him. He let go of her arm, turning and leading the way around to the western side of the 
settlement. The hill was higher on that side and would provide a better vantage point for them 
to track the movements of the monks and better determine just where Eodwulf was being 
kept. 


Astrid kept in step beside him, fury still radiating around her like an aura. Caleb did not 
blame her, felt that anger himself, only more focused on the current priority. He, like Astrid, 
would very much enjoy tearing apart any one of the Soul who had so much as even touched 
Eodwulf. He didn’t want to think about what they would do if Eodwulf was dead. 


The two mages ducked from cover to cover as they made their way around, not getting any 
closer to the buildings so they wouldn’t be spotted. Only when they’d gotten to higher ground 
did they start creeping closer, finding a hidden area to stop and keep watch. 


“There. That building, on the north side.” Astrid said after nearly an hour watching the 
patrols. 


“Ja, I see it.” Caleb nodded, eyes narrowing. 


The monks never went anywhere near it, were too focused on patrolling around the larger, 
more central building. Yet both of them knew the tactics of their own side, could recognize a 
feint when they saw one. 


“Doubtless there are more guards inside.” Caleb warned, already beginning to make his way 
around to their new target. He wished Eodwulf were here. With three of them, they could 
split off. One to be the distraction, the other two to infiltrate the target. It was a maneuver 
they had executed many times together. Having Eodwulf would make it a moot point, since 
that was who they were here for. 


“Neither of us can take it alone.” Astrid pointed out, echoing Caleb’s own consideration. 


“Together. In and out quickly, before an alarm can be sent.” Caleb advised. There was no 
other way. Neither of them wanted to wait, to take the time to recover any of their spell 
casting ability. What little rest they’d had observing the settlement was going to have to be 
enough. 


Astrid nodded, expression a grim determination. 


Getting to the building was not difficult. There were not even any tracks on the north side, 
proving that none of the monks circled around this way. Caleb kept watch while Astrid 
worked to pick the lock on the side door, the two of them slipping inside once she got it open. 
The interior was dark and empty, a cold room with stone floors and blank grey walls. The two 
of them tensed, going still as they took in the area. 


They moved forward carefully in slow steps, eyes sweeping around the space. There was 
nothing here; no boxes, tables, weapons, or even any doors leading to other rooms. It was like 
a large empty warehouse. 


Astrid found the trap door, alerting Caleb with a low near inaudible growl. The note was low, 
meant not to carry far, and Caleb came over at the sound. He knelt beside the wooden door, 
the slats painted grey to blend into the stone. Tracing his fingers around the side, he found an 
indent that was likely meant as the handle. There were no wires or strings that would indicate 
a trap, and Caleb was reluctant to waste a spell to check for any magical protections. 


Zeenoth led the Cobalt Soul, was the one who had been keeping himself and Astrid. The Soul 
didn’t do magic, so it should be safe. It was a risk he would take to conserve energy. Caleb 
had a feeling they would be needing it. 


Caleb held his breath as he tugged at the door, wincing at the light squeak it let out as the 
wooden hatch swung open. A ladder led down into darkness, the metal rungs sinking down 
about ten feet before stopping on a dirt floor. With a glance up at Astrid, Caleb began to 
descend the ladder. 


There was still no one at the bottom, no sounds or light to be heard down the tunnel that 
extended. It sent Caleb’s heartbeat racing, anxiety rising. Everything screamed that this was a 
trap, that something was very wrong here. 


“T cannot turn back if Wulf is here.” Astrid whispered in his ear, her hand laying with a 
comforting pressure on his shoulder. 


“Wiirde ich auch nicht.” Caleb replied, putting one hand over hers. His fears didn’t change 
anything. He would not leave Wulf behind. 


Astrid nodded, stepping forward to take the lead down the tunnel. Caleb could scent the 
nervous unease from her as well, knew she was wary of what was going on just the same as 
him. 


They walked in the darkness in silence, each footfall only a slight thump against the hard dirt 
underfoot. Their own heartbeats sounded louder in their own ears, each step feeling more and 
more like a march to the inevitable. 


The tunnel extended in a winding curve downward about twenty feet or so, ending in a 
doorway. Caleb let a flame bloom in his hand, giving light to Astrid for her to deal with this 
new obstacle. As Astrid inspected it, she discovered it not locked. She and Caleb shared a 
look, both of them preparing their spells as she took a breath and pulled the door open. 


Inside was the fortress they’d expected. Two dozen or more monks, many with the expositor 
robes, waited inside. The cellar extended about seventy or so feet from the doorway that 
Caleb and Astrid strode through, the monks standing in a semi-circle around it in preparation. 
Candle-light lit the area, revealing tables, chairs, food, and drinks. Supplies enough that it 
was obvious this had been prepared for some time. 


The enemies, the preparation behind it, were not what stopped Caleb and Astrid from 
attacking. 


Zeenoth stepped forward from the center of the line of blue robes, clapping slowly. 
“Impressive. And only took you five hours.” 


Caleb growled lowly, energy crackling in his hands as he prepared a spell. He was more than 
eager to repay the bastard for the hell he had put him and his pack through. 


Astrid stopped him, grabbing Caleb’s wrist as she looked with a stricken expression to a form 
being dragged out from behind Zeenoth. Two blue robed men drug Eodwulf forward, 
manacles around the Alpha’s wrist connected by black chain to the iron collar around his 
throat. He was bruised, bloodied, but it was the blank animalistic look in his eyes that settled 
despair in Caleb’s heart. There was no intelligence behind those eyes, none of the sharp 
cunning Caleb had come to know and love. 


“Surrender.” Zeenoth ordered, standing calm and unconcerned. “Or...” 


Caleb flinched at the snap of bone, one of the Expositors breaking Eodwulf’s finger. Eodwulf 
screamed at the pain, chains clinking as he thrashed and struggled. It was mindless, a furious 
fight to get away as he screamed, held in place on his knees at the mercy of the Expositor. 


“You bastard!” Astrid snarled, jerking forward. She stopped quickly, teeth gritting as the 
other monk holding Eodwulf drew a blade and pressed it to the Alpha’s throat. 


“We surrender.” Caleb spoke quickly. They could not win this, not right now. Not with 
Eodwulf so vulnerable. Better to buy time, to keep themselves and Eodwulf alive. Astrid was 
vibrating with fury beside him, but she nodded agreement. 


Zeenoth glanced over at the two holding Eodwulf, the sickening snap of bone and animalistic 
screams echoing in the room. Blood dripped from Eodwulf’s neck, the dagger at his neck 
nicking skin thanks to his struggles. A third man came over to assist in holding the Alpha, 
keeping him from slitting his own throat by accident while struggling. 


“Submit properly, as you have been taught.” Zeenoth instructed callously. 


Caleb looked down, shame and anger curling in his stomach. He hated kneeling for this man, 
hated submitting, hated debasing himself like this. He manipulated forces twice as strong as 
this man, yet he had no choice. He could not fight. To do so would mean watching Eodwulf 
die. 


Caleb sank to his knees, Astrid joining him in the same breath. He ducked his head, fists 
shaking in anger as they curled tightly over his thighs. He would kill Zeenoth one day, him 
and Astrid together would burn him to ash for what he had done to Eodwulf. 


“Hold them.” Zeenoth ordered, stepping closer to the both of them once they were fully 
restrained. He crouched down in front of Astrid, reaching to tilt her face up to meet his own. 
She glared at him in defiance, but he only smirked at her. “I think it time you both learn the 
price of defiance.” 
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Caleb closed his eyes, unable to continue. The echoed memory of unintelligent screams, the 
sound of breaking bones, the scent of burnt flesh and blood, himself and Astrid both begging 
for Zeenoth to stop, pleading their obedience... Anything to make it end. That first 
punishment for trying to escape hadn’t been taken from them at all. 


Eodwulf had paid for that. Had suffered without even the reasoning to know why. Of 
everything, that hurt the most. Caleb had taken pain on Astrid’s behalf, had borne it know 
that at least it kept her safe. Eodwulf had felt only pain, had no ability to know why. 


“We knew what had been done to him, though we had not the means to reverse it. Rather than 
watch Wulf die, we surrendered.” Caleb finished recounting, wiping the tears that threatened 
to fall from his eyes. He looked up at Marius somberly. “I cannot leave the Nien. This is not 
an attempt to do so. Defiance of them, yes, but the consequences of that will be mine alone.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Okay, show of hands and be honest. Which of you: 


A - thought Eodwulf was working with Zeenoth 


B - Thought Wulfie was deadz 


C- Was really rooting for them to escape with Wulf, despite having read the story up to 
now and knowing that is exactly not how it ended 


Tests Pt 1 


Chapter Notes 


Okay, I'm in a weird place with my attempt to move the plot forward, so apologies if this 
chapter (and the next) is a little weird. Things are just... odd for our wizard right now. 


Fjord felt a little bit like an ass about it, but he told the others about Caleb switching rooms. It 
was for the best, he reasoned. Better them hear it from him and get all their shocked reactions 
or overconcerned panicking out rather than them freaking out around Caleb. He tracked down 
Jester first, the blue Tiefling the most likely to go try and find Caleb and stumble across his 
empty room. It was a 50/50 shot on her reaction. It could range from calm understanding to 
straight panic that the mage was gone. 


Happily, she didn’t react badly to his explanation, though that may have been due to her 
being half asleep. From there he found Veth, who worried but promised (with no small 
amount of annoyance) not to make a big deal out of it, and then Yasha, who said absolutely 
nothing. Beau knew already and was fine with it. Molly... Fjord wasn’t sure how to tell 
Molly, mostly because of Lucien. So, instead he went looking for Caduceus. 


Fjord found Caduceus near the back of the ship, the cleric surrounded by his tokens to the 
Wildmother as he meditated. Fjord felt a little flash of guilt, he’d been neglecting his patron 
recently. And to be honest, he rather missed her comfort right now. He felt more connected to 
her, here on the ocean, but with all the tension and stress he’d not really taken the time to 
meet with her like Caduceus. 


“Mind if I join you?” Fjord asked quietly, moving over to sit across from the cleric on the 
deck of the ship. 


Caduceus didn’t open his eyes, only smiled softly with a welcoming nod. “I think that would 
be great.” 


Fjord took a deep breath as he closed his eyes. It was always easier for him to meditate out on 
the ocean, with the scent of the salt water and the sound of the waves against the ship. It was 
calming, soothing it a way. It was amazing to think once that he’d only ever thought of 
Melora as connected to the land. But she was here too. 


The two of them sat in peaceful quiet for a while, the silence comfortable between them. 


It gave Fjord time to think, to get a handle on his own reservations about Caleb. He still 
worried, both about Caleb leaving and what they’d have to deal with if the mage made that 
decision. He hoped Caduceus might have some insight on how to allay his fears. Or some 


advice on how to... respectfully and non-manipulatively convince Caleb to stay. Because 
Fjord really liked Caleb. 


“Something on your mind?” Caduceus broke the silence with a question, Fjord opening his 
eyes to see the Firbolg watching him. Caduceus continued when Fjord grunted out a 
questioning note. “You’re fidgeting more than usual, out here that’s not something you 
usually do.” 


Fjord chuckled, leave it to Caduceus to notice something was wrong. Or, not wrong really, 
just bothering him. “Caleb’s switching rooms, he’s staying with Marius and Orly. I’ve been 
giving everyone a heads up, so that they don’t do or say anything to worry Caleb.” 


“T can’t think of any of us that would do that.” Caduceus told him simply. It was almost too 
pointed a comment, especially when the cleric continued. “None of us would find it odd for 
him to choose his own way. I even think we’d all be happy.” 


“I’m not unhappy about it.” Fjord said, a touch defensive. Cad wasn’t outright chiding him, 
didn’t even have it in his tone, but Fjord still felt it. And Caduceus wasn’t wrong, because a 
very large part of Fjord didn’t want Caleb to leave, even for a moment. 


“No, I didn’t say you were. It’s understandable not to like it though.” Caduceus replied easily. 
Fjord shook his head. “That... makes no sense.” 


“Think of it this way, it’s a chance to start over.” Caduceus advised. “Some distance might 
help, give him a chance to get to know us. Seems to me that if he really wanted to leave, he’s 
got the magic to do that.” 


He had a point, Fjord supposed. Caleb had been able to instantly transport himself and Beau 
back from Nicodranas. It hadn’t been perfect, but Caleb seemed intelligent enough that he’d 
be able to work the kinks out of the spell in no time. “Beau seems pretty certain he won’t 
leave either. She knows something, I even asked her about it once, but she’s not sharing.” 


“Tf it has something to do with Caleb, why don’t you work on getting Caleb to trust you 
enough that he would feel like sharing?” Caduceus suggested. 


“That is how I would have liked our first meeting with him to have gone in the first place.” 
Fjord admitted. No ambassadors breathing down their neck, no pressure from the King to 
make the bond. Just some time to get to know someone who would be staying with them for 
a potentially long time. 


The two of them sat in comfortable silence, Caduceus eventually closing his eyes again in 
meditation. Fjord stayed for a while with him, letting the peace of the waves and the wind 
calm him. Eventually, Fjord left Caduceus to his meditations. With little else that needed 
done right now the cleric was most comfortable there, and Fjord had his own things to take 
care of. 


Namely, sleep. He was exhausted. 


Fjord headed across the ship towards the stairs. After having spoken with most of the Nein 
and been on watch most of the night, Fjord was ready for some rest. He was hoping to find 
Molly in their room, speak to him there. 


Fjord came to a sudden stop as the door to Orly’s cabin opened, scrambling back at the flash 
of familiar blonde and red exiting. On the chance that Caleb still preferred not to run into 
him, or any of the rest of the pack, Fjord hung back for a second before turning and heading 
the other way. He’d give Caleb as much space as he needed and just pray that the mage 
would give them all a chance. 


Neither Omega noticed the half-orc, Caleb blinking blearily in the morning sun while Marius 
led the way across the deck. 


“So, who are you trying to figure out first?” Marius asked, sounding far too excited. “Fjord? 
Molly? Or someone easier, like Jester.” 


It was too early in the morning for Caleb today, the sea air crisp and tasting of salt as the 
wind picked up the ocean spray from the waves. The first night spent with Marius and Orly 
had been as tense and uncomfortable as Caleb had thought it would be. For himself, anyway. 
It was nothing against those two, he just hadn’t been sure what to do with himself. 


It had been a long time since Caleb had slept in the same room with another Omega. It had 
been even longer since he’d been able to sleep with the feeling of safety. He hadn’t expected 
the feeling of guilt that came with it. Here he was, safe enough to break unspoken rules and 
defy his Alpha by leaving his assigned room, safe enough to test the patience of those 
Alphas. He was safer than he’d been in years, yet Astrid and Eodwulf still suffered. 


More than Marius’s snoring or the rise and falling wheeze of Orly’s bagpipes, Caleb’s own 
thoughts had kept him awake. 


“None of those.” Caleb replied tiredly, feeling slow and sluggish as he kept in step beside 
Marius. The two of them were heading to find some breakfast before working on Caleb’s 
personal project. 


“Caduceus then? Or Veth?” Marius guessed. 


Caleb bit back a groan as he explained. “Caduceus is transparent enough, I worry little of his 
motives. Jester... less so, but I have... come to worry less over her as well. Veth is more 
difficult to get a read for, but much the same as Jester. I do not think she is a danger.” 


Marius poked his head into the dining area, looking around for a moment before pushing the 
door fully open. Caleb appreciated his checking, he still wasn’t ready to face any of the Nein 
right now. He was too tired and had not come up with a good way to explain what he was 
doing. He’d call it suspicious that he’d not seen them yet, but he was purposefully not 
looking to hard into that. It wasn’t the first time they’d ignored him after all, so he tried not to 
worry. 


The kitchen was well enough stocked, Caduceus had taken care of that at Brokenbank and 
they were only a few days out. Between himself and Marius, they made breakfast for 


themselves. Marius assured him that Caduceus and some of the other crew would have 
already made food for the rest of the sailors, who all generally ate below decks now. Caleb 
took his word for it; it wasn’t like he knew the different jobs performed on the ship. 
Something he should probably correct, but that was a task for another day. 


By the time they sat to eat, Caleb more or less had his thoughts in order on how he wanted to 
proceed. He still worried about the wisdom of this plan, but an opportunity had presented 
itself and he would not let it pass. Not if there were a chance for things to get... better. 


“Beauregard is my current priority. She knows of Astrid, knows Zeenoth owns Astrid, and 
knows of Eodwulf. Yet so far as I know, she has not told any of the Nein. I do not know 
why.” Caleb explained slowly, poking at his food. 


Marius heaved a sigh. “You would pick the hardest one...” 


Caleb chuckled, though privately he agreed. Of them all, he would also consider Beau the 
most difficult to get to know. Much less try and get information out of. “I thought it best to 
begin by asking the others about her. Yasha or Jester would know her best.” 


“Yasha is surprisingly gentle.” Caleb continued to say at Marius’s confused looking head tilt. 
“Quiet in a way that makes me think she would know more than she lets on.” 


“That makes sense.” Marius agreed, half grimacing. “Jester’s a lot less intimidating though, if 
we’re picking people that know Beau.” 


Caleb snorted, but Marius wasn’t wrong. He didn’t think Yasha would become angry with 
him asking questions, or that she would do anything if she did become upset. But he also 
didn’t know if that assessment were true. Caleb himself found her intimidating enough, even 
when she wasn’t trying to be. He had feared her even when she had been protecting him a 
few times. 


Not to mention that the point of today was to find out about the pack, not angering them. He 
wasn’t ready to test their patience and limits on what would push them to punish him. 
Everyone had a line. He knew one of Beauregard’s was throwing spells at her (no surprise). 
Idiotic as he’d been that day. He’d attacked her and she’d hit him. Pinned him and forced a 
submission. Light punishment, as he’d noted back then, but still a definitive line not to cross. 


He wasn’t prepared to test those type of boundaries today. Not that he would attack them as a 
test, he didn’t want to harm them. 


“Sorry...” Marius apologized, sinking down in his chair a little. “I’m not trying to mess up 
your plans, just... I’m not exactly confident around Alphas either. And you have to admit, 
most of yours are terrifying.” 


“Nein, no. You are not. I was... lost in thought.” Caleb expressed, shaking his head. “I know 
it is... not an ideal past time. And you do not have to help me with this. You do enough by 
letting me stay with you. You risk enough.” 


“No, no. I want to help.” Marius insisted, taking another bite of his breakfast. “So what’s the 
plan, what do we do first?” 


“Tt... may be easier to speak with both Yasha and Jester together.” Caleb said slowly, getting 
his thoughts in order as he spoke. “Jester has- she has a way of making her Alphas less 
intimidating.” 


“Okay, so any idea where we would find them?” Marius asked. 


“This early, Jester is likely sleeping.” Caleb replied, head tilting as he considered the early 
hour. From various conversations the Nein had spoken around him in the past few weeks 
since he’d been given to them, he had gathered she wasn’t one for early mornings. “It is 
possible Beauregard or Yasha could be with her, however.” 


As it turned out, Jester was not sleeping. She was, however, in her cabin drawing in her 
notebook. She greeted them cheerfully when they knocked, smiling brightly at them. “Hi you 
guys! What are you up to?” 


“We, ah, were hoping to speak with you. And- and Yasha.” Caleb told her, speaking up after 
an almost too long pause. 


“Oh, I’m sorry, Yasha’s not here right now. We were talking this morning, and the Traveler 
had told me about these dolphins in my dreams last night, and so Yasha went to go try and 
see some in the water.” Jester apologized. 


“Ah....” Caleb intoned, unsure about how to tackle this news. 


“How about I go find Yasha?” Marius offered before Caleb could waffle in indecision too 
long. 


“Sure!” Jester chirped happily. “Caleb, do you want to come see some of my drawings while 
we wait?” 


“Yes, that- thank you, Jester.” Caleb agreed, giving Marius a half smile to reassure him. 


Jester stepped back, letting Caleb enter as Marius turned to walk away. “The Traveler has 
been telling me all sorts of cool things about stuff that lives under the ocean, and I’ve been 
drawing some of them. And giving him some ideas about cool new things that could live 
under the ocean.” 


It was almost too easy to relax listening to Jester speak. She was so earnest in everything she 
said and did, always so cheerful. He found himself speaking without thought or worry, 
voicing a question in a pause between the cleric’s descriptions. 


“Does it bother you?” Caleb asked quietly, taking a breath before continuing when Jester 
looked over at him. “That- that Lucien had a pack before all of you?” 


“No, not really. I mean, we didn’t get along with them, but that was because they were trying 
to bring this big monster from the Astral Sea.” Jester answered with a shrug, accepting the 


sudden change of topic with ease. “But Lucien having them? Not at all. I mean, we all have 
had other connections before. But what matters now is that we are all together, you know?” 


Caleb nodded automatically. He supposed that did make sense. And boded well for letting 
them know about Eodwulf and Astrid. If Jester did not hold a prior pack against one, 
especially one such as Lucien (who was not so universally accepted by the Nein), she 
wouldn’t hold it against another. She had been the one he was least worried about, yet he was 
still surprised at how relieved he was to hear her say it. 


“But, if, you know, someone wanted to go somewhere else, or move or... um.. something like 
that.” Jester continued, sounding much sadder as her voice wavered slightly. “That would be 
okay too, you know, so long as they were okay and were happy and... and maybe didn’t hate 
their past friends or anything.” 


Caleb let out a low hum that was nearly a soothing purr, concern filling him at Jester’s 
distress. He hadn’t meant to bring up old wounds or make her upset. He scooted closer, 
bumping his shoulder against hers and leaning into her. “I am sorry, I did not mean to upset 


99 


you. 


Jester turned to hug him, sniffling a little as she curled close. Her horns dug into his skin a 
little as he wrapped his arm around her, but it didn’t quite hurt so he said nothing. She was 
sad because of something he’d said, if this helped her feel better so be it. 


After a moment, Jester sat back up wiping her eyes as she did. “I’m sorry Caleb, it’s okay, 
I’m okay, I just... you know I’d really miss you if you left.” 


Caleb blinked at her, anxiety causing his uncertainty to spiral. Jester hadn’t left her room, 
how could she know he had moved his, he had said nothing about it. Switching rooms wasn’t 
exactly paramount to him leaving. Unless this was about something different, more 
permanent. 


“TJ... Iam n-not leaving. I- I don’t- Did Fjord... is he- I was given to him, is he s-selling or- 
or-“* Caleb stumbled through the question, breath speeding with fear. 
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“OH, no no! Caleb, he would never ever do that, it’s okay!” Jester rushed to say. 


Caleb tried to take her words to heart and calm down, but his heart was already racing, 
breaths coming too quickly. He’d just started to begin to think he might be able to call them a 
real pack and not his owners, but the truth of it was there under the thin layer of confidence 
he’d fooled himself with. He belonged to them and they could, at any time, get rid of him in a 
multitude of ways. 


And he was... was questioning them, was moving away from them by staying with Marius. 
Gods, he was practically begging for them to send him back to Rexxentrum. Back to be 
retrained and sent to whichever Alpha that the King wished to reward next. He would never 
find an Alpha so patient as Fjord or Molly, none who would allow him to mark them in 
return. What was he doing? 


Caleb scrambled up, pulling away from Jester and barely registering the reassurances she was 
still speaking. He needed to go, to find Fjord, make sure he knew that Caleb was his, that he 
would be good. This was too soon to be testing his freedoms, too quick. He was going to ruin 
everything. 


He crashed into a large Alpha form on the way out, wobbling and only staying upright as 
Yasha reached out to steady him. “Caleb?” 


Yasha’s tone was a low question laced with a concerned growl. It wasn’t angry, wasn’t even 
particularly aggressive, but it was enough to chase the chaotic thoughts from his mind. He 
looked away, submitting and waiting as instinct and training took over. Be good. Wait for 
orders. Obey. 


“What happened?” Marius asked from beside Yasha, following her and Caleb as the larger 
woman herded the mage back into the room. “I was only gone for ten minutes.” 


“T don’t know!” Jester lamented, wringing her hands as the other three came inside. “We 
were just talking, then I got a little upset, and he was so so nice and then he got upset and I 
don’t know what I said to scare him!” 


“Marius.” Yasha said evenly, pushing a near comatose Caleb into sitting down. He was 
unresisting, expression worryingly blank. 


“What?” Marius squawked, tone going high. 
“Can you do something?” Yasha asked. 
“T don’t- what am I supposed to do?” 


Yasha fumbled for an answer for moment, backing away from Caleb. “I don’t know, what 
would you want if you were scared?” 


Marius froze in thought for a long few seconds before he stepped over to the mage. He curled 
up next to Caleb, using his own body to block the other two from view as best he could. He 
purred, choppy at first before he cleared his throat and tried again with a more soothing note. 
After a long moment, Caleb leaned against the other Omega, and only then did Yasha turn to 
take care of Jester. 


“What were you talking about?” Yasha asked softly, opening her arms as Jester threw herself 
into her mate’s arms. “What happened?” 


“T was just saying how much I’d miss him if he left. And I guess he thought that I meant 
Fjord was going to make him leave, but that’s not what I meant, I didn’t mean to scare him.” 
Jester explained, voice thick as she tried not to cry. “And then he just got up and it was like 
he couldn’t even hear me, I tried to tell him Fjord would never ever do that. Caleb, I’m so 
sorry, I didn’t-” 


“Just give him a minute!” Marius snapped when Jester shifted towards them, surprising them 
both with the low growl that interrupted his purr for a moment. 


Tests Pt 2 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The silence in the room was near ringing after Marius’s snapped demand. 


Jester opened her mouth, closing it a second later without saying anything. Marius flushed a 
deep red after his outburst, looking away as he curled a little closer to Caleb. None of them 
had expected any aggression from Marius of all people. 


Even more unexpected was Caleb getting up without a word a second later, the mage 
reaching down to grab Marius’s arm and pull him to his feet, then both Omegas vanished in a 
twist of arcane energy. 


The two of them landed heavily in the darkness of an unused room, Caleb’s light cantrip 
illuminating the area after a breath. The mage jerked away from Marius, jaw clenching. 


“What were you thinking?” Caleb hissed, glaring at the other Omega. “They could have hurt 
you!” 


He’d brought them to his old room, still empty. The sailors had either not known it was 
empty or had not dared take it knowing it had been Caleb’s. He was more familiar with it, 
had cast the dimension door spell in fear, and gone to the closest and easiest safe space. 


“T was trying to help! She was crowding you and-“ Marius began, watching as Caleb began 
to pace in quick steps in front of him. Caleb cut Marius off, turning sharply to face him. 


“That is no reason to risk yourself!” Caleb snapped, voice raising slightly. 


“T thought you weren’t worried about them?” Marius argued, tone wavering with unease as 
he looked away. Good. He should be uneasy. Caleb did not want to consider just how 
dangerous the man’s actions had been. 


“T am not, but that does not mean it is safe to snap at them. Do you not-“ Caleb stopped, 
taking a breath and shaking his head as he tried to regain some semblance of calm. He didn’t 
want to fight, not right now. It would be difficult explaining himself. 


“T will speak to them, you just...” 


Caleb trailed off, unsure whether he was upset or worried or afraid. He’d reacted to Marius’s 
aggressive tone towards Yasha and Jester, his only goal just to get the other Omega away to 
safety. Talking back was never tolerated. Only after the fact did he realize that the usual 
consequences were unlikely to occur, but it was still a foolish risk for Marius to take. 


“T’m sorry, okay? Yasha was telling me to do something, Jester was in tears, you were 
terrified which, as an Omega, kinda affects the whole room... ” Marius explained in a rush. 


“Waz? Why would my feelings affect the room?” Caleb asked, frustration and confusion 
mingling to derail his current worry. That was the most ludicrous idea. If that were true, why 
did so many Alphas want him afraid of them so much? Would that not affect their household, 
their staff? Their soldiers, when it came to those in the army. 


Except... for a nation whose rulers held power mostly through fear... that would make sense. 
Caleb had never thought there a reason for what was done to himself for other Omegas 
beyond thinking that those in power simply enjoyed dealing out pain. Once he and Astrid had 
been trained, Zeenoth had been less sadistically pleased to hurt them, but keeping them afraid 
had still been a priority. 


“T don’t know, it’s just what seems to happen.” Marius sighed with a half-hearted shrug. 


If what Marius said were true, it would lend more credence to the theory that the Nein did not 
want to hurt him. That they were different. And had he not already noticed many differences 
in how they operated? Empire records noted Fjord as the leader, but not any singular one of 
them gave orders to the others. Not in the way Caleb was used to. 


Both Caleb and Marius jumped when someone knocked on the door, Molly’s voice calling 
through a moment later. “Caleb, you okay in there?” 


Caleb tilted his head, acting before any worries of potential consequences could make him 
hesitate. He stepped over to the door, yanking it open and looking Molly in the eyes as he 
answered. “Marius and I are arguing.” 


“Oh.” Molly said in surprise, leaning slightly to look past Caleb at the half-elf in question. He 
straightened to look back at Caleb. “Are you winning?” 


“Arguments don’t always have winners.” Marius called out from the room, sounding 
affronted. 


“T’ll take that as a yes, and of course they do.” Molly replied with a scoff and a smirk. 


“Not always.” Caleb countered, a hint of worry curling in his stomach. Mostly he was 
beginning to feel numb, distant enough from his own anxiety to be able to pursue this new 
line of information without stumbling over his own fear. “Now if you will excuse me, I need 
to speak with Beauregard.” 


The discussion with Jester and Yasha had not happened at all, Caleb’s own fears getting in 
the way again. It was his own weakness, his own cowardice, and right now both of those 
feelings were far enough away that Caleb was left with just the desire for answers. He was 
tired of looking into each word and action, tired in general. He just... wanted to know. 


Molly stepped aside as Caleb moved forward, making no attempt to stop him. Caleb walked 
in a daze, leaving Marius behind to explain things to Molly. Make excuses maybe. Caleb 
didn’t know, didn’t care. He’d deal with it later. If Marius were hurt, he’d feel guilty later. 
Right now, he couldn’t. 


Finding Beauregard was simple enough. The monk wasn’t fond of staying below deck, so 
when she wasn’t in her cabin or with one of the pack, she was most often learning different 
things about being at sea. He found her exercising this time, the Expositor breaking off from 
her routine the moment she noticed him approaching. 


“Caleb, what’s up?” She greeted him with a short jerk of the head, eyes flickering over him 
appraisingly. 


“Why have you not told the others about Eodwulf and Astrid?” Caleb asked, glancing around 
briefly to make sure there were no others close enough to hear. His bravado was short lived, 
already faded on the way here along with the numbness. That hint of worry had grown into 
anxious fear, but he’d started this and was going to finish it. 


“T just figured it was something you didn’t want them to know. It didn’t seem like you wanted 
me to know, so it would be a pretty dick move to go spilling all your personal stuff to the 
others.” Beauregard replied bluntly, lifting her shoulders in small shrug. “I only found out 
about them by accident, you’d never have told me if you were awake, so it’s not a big deal. I 
won’t tell the others; you don’t have to worry.” 


Caleb could only stare at her. He had no idea what that meant. She had found out by 
accident? How does one find out about an imprisoned Volstrucker and an owned Omega by 
accident? He had no idea what she meant by him not being awake. 


Beau groaned, rolling her eyes a little as she rubbed the back of her neck. “Right, you were... 
of course you don’t remember. I’m talking about that night you were sleeping in one of the 
studies back home, you know before you tried to kill me the next morning. You were talking 
in your sleep and you mentioned them. I probably shouldn’t have asked, hell it pissed you off 
enough, but we didn’t know anything about you.” 


“That is how you knew of them?” Caleb asked in shocked surprise. 


“Well, yeah. Before you, I’d never met an Omega face to face, just like any of the others. 
And I never had anything to do with the Assembly if I could avoid it, so I wouldn’t have seen 
either of them there.” 


That was a piece of the puzzle that he had not known he needed to be working on and Caleb 
wasn’t sure how to react to this news. A part of him had just assumed that Beauregard, being 
part of the Cobalt Soul, had known about Astrid and Eodwulf because she had been involved 
in some way. Finding out about her close connection to Zeenoth had only cemented that idea 
in his mind. There had been more than enough monk’s, Expositor rank and otherwise, who 
were involved in their training or disciplines that he could have easily not remembered her 
face in that crowd. 


However, if she only knew their names because of him, of something he had said... Caleb 
wasn’t sure what that changed. If it even changed anything. He still didn’t trust them, though 
oddly enough he believed Beauregard in this instance. Caleb still did not want the rest of the 
pack to know about Eodwulf and Astrid. He’d touched on the topic with Jester, but that was 
just one of them. He would not risk the others using his family against him. 


The Nein were different, he couldn’t deny that or doubt it much at this point. Not when faced 
with... everything about today. That did not mean they would risk themselves for people they 
did not know, not at the request of an Omega. Astrid and Eodwulf were trapped within 
something powerful, something Caleb was beginning to hope he’d lucked his way out of. 
Beauregard had remained quiet, letting him think, and he looked up at her again. 


“Thank you. For not telling the others of them. And- and please keep them to yourself?” 
Caleb requested, trying and failing to make it a statement rather than a question. He still 
feared her, even if the logical side of his mind was certain she wouldn’t hit him. 


“Yeah, I won’t say a word.” Beau promised. 


Caleb nodded, then turned to leave. He hesitated halfway through, instinct and training 
demanding he wait or ask for a dismissal, but he pushed through it. It was uncomfortable, 
terrifying, turning his back on the Expositor, but he walked away unstopped none-the-less. 


Caleb had so many more questions. Between what Marius had said, Molly’s behavior, 
Beauregard’s revelation... there were so many things to consider. He might be able to trust 
them, though he wasn’t exactly sure he knew how to do that anymore. The first step would be 
getting to know them as people, rather than those who owned him. A challenge given there 
were so many of them and he had little time. Once they left this ship, he would be back to 
being around them all the time and dealing with the anxiety that came with it. 


Despite these new revelations and discoveries, Caleb still stayed with Marius and Orly over 
the next four days of their journey to the Isles. None of the Nein took issue with the move, or 
even mentioned it. They simply accepted it in stride. The only one Caleb wasn’t sure about 
having accepted his making decisions was Lucien, simply because that particular Alpha 
hadn’t made any more appearances. 


He continued with his current plan, finding out more about the individuals of the Nein while 
not being under them at all times. Sometimes Marius accompanied him when he wasn’t on 
duty, which Caleb appreciated. It was a two-edged sword sometimes. Now that Caleb knew 
to look for it, he did notice that sometimes the atmosphere of a room would shift dependent 
on himself or Marius. And he and Marius fed off each other in that aspect too. Sometimes his 
fears would cause Marius to be anxious, and sometimes Marius’s easy calm would keep 
Caleb from becoming too nervous. 


He found out a lot about the pack during those four days as well. 


As it turned out, Yasha hated Zeenoth nearly as much as he did. She’d growled the moment 
he’d mentioned the man, thunderous and low before she’d gotten it under control. It hadn’t 
been a pleasant experience, but it did prove one thing for him. As terrifying as Yasha’s anger 
could be, she did not let that affect how she spoke to him. Her tone was a soft as ever, just 
laced with a fury that Caleb understood completely. Beyond that, her interests were as soft as 
her personality. She loved flowers, had a large collection pressed into the pages of her own 
book, and she spent a long while talking about a past love who had gotten her interested in 
them. More proof that this pack did not mind their members having interests or connections 
to people outside of it. 


He learned that Fjord absolutely loved the ocean and would speak about it, and sailing, for 
hours if given the chance. And he wasn’t a half bad teacher either. Fjord had offered to show 
Caleb how to sail, or a small job of it anyway, and had been delighted when Caleb accepted. 
Caleb was watching for it, so he noticed how careful Fjord was not to give him orders or 
even touch him more than necessary. Yet it wasn’t isolating because his full attention was on 
the mage. 


Jester and Veth taught him to play pranks, though he wasn’t quite suited to their brand of 
humor. It was loud and energetic, fun even, but Caleb preferred a quieter subtlety. He wasn’t 
sure how he felt about them pranking Marius, the half-elf’s laugh a little too nervous to say 
he was okay with it. But Jester and Veth were treating him no different even knowing Marius 
was Omega, so that was probably a good sign. And Marius bounced back quick enough, even 
invited the three of them to meet some of his friends among the crew. 


Caduceus was easy to be around and was the calmest of all the Nein. He shared his life 
without hesitation, spoke fondly about his family back in the Blooming Grove. Caleb though 
he might like to meet them one day, see if they were all as even minded as Caduceus was. 
Caleb shared and mixed tea to create new blends, finding a common interest with the cleric, 
but mostly Caduceus listened to Caleb talk. It wasn’t a lot, Caleb had few things he trusted be 
spoken aloud. He wasn’t ready to dig up his own past, though he did talk about some of the 
magical training he studied. 


Getting to know Molly was... interesting. At first, the Tiefling was a little distant. Something 
the others were quick to assure him was not the Alpha being angry with him. Just... wary 
because of Lucien. And yes, Caleb very much agreed that Lucien could be absolutely 
terrifying, but the Alpha had yet to truly hurt him. Honestly, Lucien had been the one stability 
in the chaos of the Nein pack. Caleb could play by the rules with him and (unlike many other 
past owners) Lucien played by them too. 


When Molly finally did spend time with Caleb, he was reserved. Nothing like the flamboyant 
confidence Caleb had noticed the first time they’d met. He was more relaxed when Fjord was 
around, more apt to flirt and make jokes. It bothered Caleb because he couldn’t help but feel 
it was his fault. Cards turned out to be the solution, more or less. Caleb asked, Molly agreed, 
and then the two spent the next hour playing a single game as they both tried to out-cheat the 
other. It ended in a stalemate with Molly laughing, and Caleb left feeling much lighter. 


It was their last day before reaching the island before Caleb decided to try and bring up his 
old pack with the Nein again. Some of them, at least. Caleb, Jester, Veth, and Marius were 
together on the lower deck near the rear of the ship. They’d had to move some crates around 
to make room, but it was a serviceable training ring. Marius preferred not to have an audience 
and the rain from the previous day had made the deck slick anyway. 


Caleb was working on braiding Jester’s hair absently as he reviewed the final changes he had 
made to the teleportation spell, Jester was shouting pointers to Marius, and Marius was trying 
to learn how to fight with a dagger from Veth. It was an odd mix of peaceful and chaotic, 
something Caleb was coming to associate with this pack in general. 


“He’s getting pretty good for only having practiced a couple times.” Jester commented, 
glancing up at Caleb behind her. 


Caleb hummed an agreement, finishing the current braid before reaching over to close his 
spell book and return it to its holster. He slipped off the barrel he’d been using as a chair to sit 
beside her, the cleric shifting to accommodate him without complaint. “Jester, may I tell you 
something?” 


“Sure Caleb, you can tell me anything.” Jester agreed eagerly, attention shifting from the 
mock battle to him. 


Caleb hesitated under the intense focus, looking down at his hands before slowly speaking 
“Ah... I have told you about- ah, some of the schooling I had. With the Assembly. We, there 
were three of us, ah, taught specifically by one of the Masters of the Assembly. It was a long 
time ago, and, ah, we were...a pack.” 


Jester was quiet for a moment, tilting her head slightly. Caleb got the feeling that this was not 
something she expected him to say, though he wasn’t sure what it was she’d thought it would 
be. “That’s really nice, Caleb. Who were they?” 


Were, not are. She likely assumed them dead, which wasn’t exactly a surprise. It was a safe 
assumption to allow, so he didn’t correct her. “Eodwulf and Astrid.” 


“And you all went to school together?” Jester inquired. 


Caleb huffed a short laugh at that simple description. “Ja, more or less. We all learned 
together, fought together. We worked for his majesty for a few years once we had completed 
our training. Master Ikithon was a strict teacher, but he made us stronger.” 


“He must not have been too bad, if he taught you.” Veth spoke up, both her and Marius 
having finished their mock fight. 


Marius was bent over near double as he panted, hair lying flat on his head with sweat. Caleb 
gave him a concerned look, but Marius waved his hand and shook his head. “I’m fine. Just 
winded, it’s fine. She’s really fast.” 


“T wasn’t Omega at the time.” Caleb answered Veth’s comment, making room for Marius to 
collapse next to him. The matter of Ikithon’s morals, he decided to ignore. That part was 
relative and had little bearing on what he was trying to find their opinion on. “I presented 
very late. Astrid showed enough promise that he was able to convince the Assembly to allow 
her to train in magic.” 


“But you were able to keep training after you presented?” Veth asked. 


“No, I... had already graduated at that time.” Caleb explained, shaking his head. It was a 
struggle to keep his voice steady as he explained. “All of us had. I was the last, and it was 
very soon after that... I- I was stripped of my title, Astrid as well, a few weeks after my first 
heat. Once we were retrained as befitted Omegas, I was given to various, ah... Alphas, ah...” 


“Oh, Caleb, that’s terrible.” Jester said sadly. 


Some of the tension in Caleb’s chest eased, his shoulders relaxing hearing Veth echoing 
Jester’s sentiments. They didn’t approve of what had happened, didn’t think he needed to 
mind his place. It was a better reaction than he had hoped for. He hadn’t meant to go into so 
much detail, or even down this path so far at all. It was... easier to speak with them than he’d 
thought it would be. 


“Danke, ah, thank you. It was over twelve years ago, but thank you.” 


“Twelve years?” Veth choked, sounded pained enough that Caleb felt a pang of concern. And 
a bit of guilt too because Jester didn’t look any better off. 


“Wow, Caleb, you’re so much older than me, I had no idea.” Jester laughed, the tone 
obviously forced. 


Caleb looked down, guilt growing. He’d not meant to cause them discomfort. 


“And Eodwulf and Astrid?” Marius prompted, turning the conversation to less awkward 
waters. 


For them at least. Caleb shot the blonde a short glare. “I would prefer not to speak further of 
them.” 


“And you don’t have to!” Jester half shouted, throwing her arms around him in a half hug. 
“And if you want this to be a secret, we won’t tell anyone, not even Yasha or Beau, and I’m 
just so glad you are hanging out with us.” 


Caleb couldn’t help but chuckle at the amount of smothering affection Jester was exuding. 
He’d seen her do this with quite a few of the pack, most notably Beauregard, and while it was 
a little strange, it wasn’t unenjoyable. 


All four of them paused, heads tilting as a shout sounded from above deck. Jester untangled 
herself from Caleb, helping him to his feet as Veth did the same for Marius. They made their 
way out of their little alcove, climbing the stairs into the still damp smelling air on the deck. 


Jester grabbed the arm of one of the sailors as they moved past. “Hey, what’s going on?” 


“Land.” She answered simply, jerking her thumb toward the bow of the ship. She scurried up 
the rigging toward the mast the moment Jester let her go. 


“Come on!” Jester cheered to the rest of them, moving to lean over the side of the ship to 
look towards the front. On the horizon was a hill of green, miles still in the distance, but 
unmistakable land. 


“Guess we’ve arrived.” Marius commented, straightening up and rolling his shoulders. “TI 
should get back to work before Orly starts lecturing me again.” 


Jester hummed, tail flicking behind her as she leaned her elbows on the railing. “I wonder 
what we’ll find in there.” 


“Something dangerous, probably.” Veth snorted, climbing up on some of the rigging to get a 
better look. “But I’m hoping for some treasure too.” 


“They are pirates, of course there will be treasure.” Jester reasoned. 


“Zeenoth wishes for one specific treasure.” Caleb said, eyes fixed on the distant landmass as 
he reminded them. Likely he didn’t need too, but with what was at stake he could not help 
himself. “As long as that is still there, that is all that matters.” 
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Little bit of fast forward action. 
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Don't question what happens here, just experience and enjoy it. 
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The Sunken Isles were a collection of land masses that were connected by valleys that were 
often underwater. From a distance, it looked like five mountains peeking up from the ocean 
while the tide was in. It was said that long ago, before the Calamity, the lands were a larger 
continent that boasted of large cities and civilizations, all of which sided with the betrayer 
gods. During the war, the islands were shattered and broken in a battle to keep the betrayers 
from creating more monstrosities to ravage the world. 


The vast majority of the Isles are now covered by a thick jungle forest, remnants of stone 
towers poking through the treetops in some sections. There are cliffs along the northeastern 
side, sloping down into rocky beaches, while the remainder of the Isles are surrounded by 
marshy swamplands that merged into the ocean. 


Caleb had read about the islands a long time ago, the information piecing back together in his 
mind as he watched the sailors readying the ship to go ashore. Or as close as a ship came, 
when there was no real port. From what Caleb gathered, Fjord wanted the crew to work on 
minor repairs while the Nein were on the island. Currently, that meant most of their tasks 
were focused on combing the ship over, looking for anything that needed repair. 


Caleb knew little about ships and less about finding damage that wasn’t blatantly obvious, so 
he kept out of the way. In any case, it afforded him the chance to just... observe Fjord. The 
Alpha was on the main deck, walking around and issuing orders with a confidence Caleb 
hadn’t seen in him for some time. He hadn’t noticed it’s absence, though now he considered it 
Fjord had been much more... Hesitant wasn’t the right word; cautious or reserved perhaps. 


Either way, Caleb couldn’t help but admire the half-orc in this moment. He was attractive, no 
denying, and gentle as well so far. It was a nice change to look without feeling that familiar 
fear. Caleb wasn’t exactly hiding, but he’d tucked himself away from the commotion and was 
out of sight from most everyone so far as he could tell. 


He spotted Beauregard up near the wheel with Orly, the two of them speaking about the isles 
(he guessed based on the occasional gesture towards the land mass). Jester was following 
Marius around, making notes in one of her drawing books. Caleb suspected that she was 
really doodling, but at least she was having fun. Caleb saw neither Veth nor Yasha, and he 
had no clue where they might be. Caduceus he knew at this time of day was likely preparing 
a mid-day meal for the crew. 


Which left- 


Caleb tensed, anxiety curling in his chest by habit as he picked up the scent of Alpha nearby. 
Footsteps approached his corner of the ship, and Caleb tried to relax, recognizing the scent of 
smoke and fire that was Molly. Not a threat, he reminded himself. None of the Alphas on 
board were a threat, he could relax. 


“Enjoying the view?” 


Caleb glanced over, some of the forced ease fading as he realized this was not Molly right 
now. He could see it in the curve of the Tiefling’s smile, the way he stood, his gaze sweeping 
over the Betas running around on deck. 


Caleb’s gaze flickered back over to Fjord, licking his lips nervously before answering. “Yes, 
Lucien.” 


Caleb winced a little as Lucien brushed his cheek with the back of his hand, relief filling him 
when the Alpha let out a short approving purr. That relief was short lived, snuffed out by the 
Alpha’s next words. 


“Come with me, Love. I have a job for you.” 


Caleb’s heart skipped, hands tightening by his side to keep them from trembling at the silky 
tone. All thoughts of tests or freedoms fled in an instant, training allowing him to recognize 
the words for what they were, an order. A real one, not the suggestions that were always 
meant to be obeyed in any case. 


He turned to face Lucien, keeping his gaze down in submission. “Yes, Lucien.” 


They didn’t go far, Lucien leading Caleb the short distance to the captain’s quarters. It was 
mostly empty, used for storage more than anything since Fjord had opted to stay below decks 
in a cabin closer to the pack. Lucien led Caleb inside, nudging him further into the room 
before moving around to close the shutters on the windows facing the deck. The need for 
privacy, and the soon locked door, only increased Caleb’s anxiety. He couldn’t help but take a 
step back uneasily as Lucien finally turned to look at him again. 


“Don’t look so worried, Caleb, this isn’t going to hurt.” Lucien chuckled, leaning back 
against the door he’d just locked. “I simply prefer we not be interrupted. I have a little favor 
to ask, then you’re free to go.” 


Caleb swallowed thickly, trying to get his rapid beathing heart to slow down. “What- what do 
you w-wish of me?” 


“I’m sure the others have told you about my past pack by now.” Lucien commented, lips 
curled in a near predatory smile as he sauntered closer. “Back then, there was an entity called 
the Somnovem. Ah, we were going to reshape the world..” 


“That, ah, did not go as planned?” Caleb asked, unsure of his footing or the direction of the 
conversation. Nor was he used to seeing Lucien look...wistful. 


“For a few reasons, no.” Lucien answered, reaching out to finger a lock of Caleb’s hair. He 
brushed it back, trailing his fingers down Caleb’s cheek as he continued. “But during that 
time I had some interesting abilities. Boons granted to me by the Somnovem. They’ve faded 
over time, but there’s one I haven’t had the opportunity, or need, to use in some time.” 


Caleb was past anxiety by this point, past fear and headed quickly towards terror. He 
remembered Lucien’s abilities, the agony on Luten’s face as he screamed and begged. What 
had he done to earn that for himself? Caleb trembled, a whine slipping from his throat as he 
fought not to pull away. That only ever made a punishment worse. 


“Relax, love, it won’t hurt.” 


Caleb closed his eyes as Lucien moved closer, the Alpha putting his arms over Caleb’s 
shoulder. He tried to obey, to will the tension from his muscles. Lucien wanted him to relax 
for whatever was coming next, but it was impossible. Caleb was shaking, desperate not to 
anger the Alpha. He did not know this new game, nor its rules, but he was certain he was 
already losing. 


“Do you remember that Alpha in Nicodranas?” Lucien asked lightly. 
Caleb nodded, forcing words past the tightness in his throat. “Y-yes, Lucien.” 


“T want you to send a message, but here’s the catch. I want to speak with him directly. Often 
it is how you say something, rather than the words themselves.” Lucien explained, trailing a 
finger along Caleb’s cheek and jaw, down to his neck. 


Caleb stiffened, jaw clenching as Lucien touched the bond mark the Alpha had created. As 
much as he tried to believe the Alpha had no intention of breaking the bond again, he 
couldn’t help the instinctual fear. Such a touch had been used as a threat too many times and 
Caleb couldn’t not flinch. 


He wished he could obey, could give Lucien what he wanted. And he very much did not want 
to face the consequences of failing. Caleb’s voice broke and wavered, the mage shuddering as 
he spoke. “I a-am sorry, I- The spell does not- I do not know a spell that will allow that.” 


“That’s where I come in.” Lucien explained easily, sounding unbothered by the admittance as 
he stepped around behind Caleb to curl around the Omega. He wrapped his arms around 
Caleb’s midsection, stretching to prop his chin on the wizard’s shoulder. ““The Tombtakers 
and I were connected by the Somnovem. I could speak and hear through them. I’m hoping 
this is connection enough for what I need.” 


Caleb wasn’t sure what that meant, could only focus on how Lucien stroked the bond mark, 
teasing it with his fingers as he plucked at it mentally as well. 


“Tf it doesn’t work, I'll tell you what to say. Now be a good boy and cast the spell.” Lucien 
instructed. “This shouldn’t hurt you.” 


Caleb wasn’t sure whether he appreciated the repeated assurance or not. That was the third 
time Lucien had promised this wouldn’t hurt, yet Caleb wasn’t sure if he believed it. If it was 


the Alphas way of coaxing him into compliance, then it was... mildly successful. 


Not that Caleb was under any illusions that he had a choice either way. If there was one thing 
he knew for certain, it was the simple fact that Lucien wasn’t asking. Caleb had no choice but 
to obey. 


Caleb hesitated as Lucien’s lips found his neck, the Alpha’s fangs grazing his skin slightly. 
He didn’t only feel it physically, it was if the Alpha was all around him as a red haze began to 
cloud his vision. As Caleb spoke the words to the spell, his own voice grew distant to his 
ears, almost disconnected. 


I made it very clear your instructions. I grow impatient. Have you found her? 


Caleb spoke the words but didn’t hear them. He felt them more than anything, whispers and 
screams across a deep abyss that was tethered to him by a the thinnest of threads. The feeling 
was gone in a breath, Caleb coming back to his own body jarringly quick as the world came 
back into view. 


When Caleb could see again, he felt weak and dizzy. His stomach was in knots, head 
pounding. If it weren’t for Lucien’s arms around him still, Caleb wouldn’t have been able to 
stay on his feet. He winced as he received a reply to the message, relaying it obediently in a 
shaking tone. 


“JT just arrived at Kamordah and I’ve got a lead on how to find her. You’!l have details when 
you return, I swear.” 


Caleb flinched, shuddering as Lucien purred and ran a hand through his hair. His tone was 
gentler, pleased even, as he spoke. “That will suffice.” 


“Ts that- Do I- ... I’m sorry, please, do- do you want me to send that?” Caleb stammered out, 
unsure if this was the end of the Alpha’s game or if he was to go through that again. It hadn’t 
hurt precisely, as Lucien had promised, but Caleb very very much did not like how it felt. 


“No, that was the only thing that needed said.” Lucien said as he shook his head, much to 
Caleb’s relief, turning the mage so that they were face to face. “I suppose I should apologize 
for the unpleasantness. I should likely not... try that again...” 


Caleb had to catch himself as Lucien no longer supported his weigh, the Alpha sagging and 
nearly toppling both of them. Caleb was able to catch him, lowering until they both knelt on 
the floor. There was blood coming from the Tiefling’s eyes and nose, his breathing labored. 

“Lucien?” 


“T’ll be fine, and Mollymauk as well, so don’t let him freak out on you. He tends to 
overreact.” Lucien chuckled, lifting his head and sitting back on his ankles. “I overextended, 
trying to touch an ability near gone.” 


All that simply to send a message? And not even receiving any information in reply. Caleb 
wasn’t entirely sure what Lucien’s goal had been, or if he’d even achieved it. 


Lucien reached out suddenly, grabbing the front of Caleb’s shirt with one hand and pulling 
him closer. It wasn’t rough or painful, but Caleb’s heart jerked in fearful anticipation of pain 
anyway. Instead, Lucien captured his lips in a kiss, tongue licking into Caleb’s mouth when 
he let out a surprised gasp. 


This was a game Caleb was familiar with, though had absolutely no desire to participate in. 
He reacted without thought, following his training and the expectations of past owners as fear 
muddled his thoughts. He’d only just begun to shift forward to straddle the Alpha when he 
was suddenly being shoved backwards. 


He sprawled back, forcing himself to lay flat and not curl up defensively. If this is where his 
Alpha wanted him, where he wanted to claim his Omega, Caleb would be good. He wouldn’t 
resist, he knew his place. 


“Fuck! Caleb, gods, are you okay? What did he- You’re bleeding?! I’m bleeding? What the 
hell happened?” Molly asked in quick succession, panic rising with each question. He made 
several aborted attempts to reach out to Caleb before finally just scooting back to press 
against a wall. 


Caleb sat up carefully, limbs feeling too shaky. Molly. Molly was back. He wasn’t sure 
whether he should feel relieved or not, but he answered the questions he could in any case. 
“T... Lam not hurt. Ah, this is... your blood. He was... he had me send a- a message. I- I am 
sorry, I don’t really... know what he did. He said, he overextended himself with- whatever it 
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was. 


Caleb ignored the fear, the instinct to curl away, and instead scooted towards the blood 
hunter. Molly had a heartbroken expression, guilt all over him, and it wasn’t his fault. Caleb 
slid over next to Molly, tilting his head to bare his throat in submission. “I am not injured, I 
promise.” 


“Caleb I’m so sorry. I would never-“ Molly began guiltily, cutting off and looking away. He 
took a shaky breath, glancing back at Caleb. “I won’t hurt you. Can I- can I just hold you? I 
won’t hurt you.” 


Caleb curled into Molly immediately, tense anxiety easing slightly at the gentle touch of the 
Alpha. Molly held him carefully, nose pressed to Caleb’s neck as he whispered apologies. His 
scent was bitter and acrid with guilt and distress, arms shaking where they were wrapped 
around Caleb. 


Caleb had little idea how to comfort an Alpha. Really, he only had experience with offering 
comfort to Astrid and she was her own special blend of personality. She didn’t care for the 
same comforts that Caleb did; soft purrs and a gentle touch didn’t sooth her the same as it did 
him. She had accepted it during their time together with Zeenoth, but Caleb always knew it 
was more for his own benefit. 


Before that, it had been Eodwulf most suited to reassure or comfort her. Honestly, Wulf had 
needed only exist in the same room and Astrid’s mood would improve... 


Caleb shook those thoughts from his mind. It was doing nothing to help. And he wanted to 
help. As shitty as that entire experience had been from start to finish, he truly wasn’t hurt, 
and it wasn’t Molly that had done it. 


He leaned in a little, tilting his face up to breathe in Molly’s scent. He found mostly bitter 
guilt, near overriding the Alpha’s usual flavor. Purring lowly, Caleb reached up to run a hand 
softly through Molly’s hair, kissing his neck lightly. It was instinct more than anything that 
led his actions because Caleb didn’t know what to do to help. He stopped, however, when 
Molly pulled away. Caleb dropped his hand, focusing on holding the Alpha’s gaze. 


“You don’t have to do that. I’m not... I’m not going to rape you, Caleb.” Molly sighed sadly. 


“Because consent is important.” Caleb stated, looking away and gathering his nerve when 
Molly nodded. “May...may I? Ah, consent to this?” 


Molly paused for a long moment, studying Caleb in confusion. He was asking permission to 
consent? That was...actually kind of adorable. Completely unnecessary and defeated the 
purpose, but still adorable. And it spoke volumes about the sincerity of it, easing the guilt in 
his own chest. 


“You don’t need my permission for that. If you are okay with something, want something, it’s 
your choice to agree to it. So long as it is real agreement and not forced or done out of fear.” 
Molly explained gently, taking a slow breath of Caleb’s scent. He was relieved to find that the 
stark terror from when he’d first come to had faded. The mage was just nervous now, which 
was kind of his default around them. 


Caleb nodded understanding, beginning to reach back to Molly’s hair before hesitating. 
Molly smiled, about to reassure Caleb that it was okay to change his mind, but was 
interrupted by the Omega asking a question. 


“Do you? Ah, consent?” 


Oh, holy fuck, he’d never thought a question could be so sexy. His sweet considerate Omega 
was asking if he were okay with Caleb petting his hair and it was just...Gods, he could just 
kiss this man right now. Which was a completely inappropriate reaction, one that would 
definitely not be well received. Judging by the flash of uneasy discomfort across Caleb’s 
face, he’d definitely noticed the sharp spike of desire. 


“Yes, and everyone stops the instant one of us says no, okay?” Molly assured, mentally 
willing himself to calm the fuck down. This wasn’t Fjord or any of the others and he didn’t 
know if Caleb even believed his reassurances. 


Caleb’s answer was to run his hand through Molly’s hair again. Molly purred in relief, 
leaning into the touch and tilting his chin a little to bare his throat. It wasn’t in his nature to 
submit so easily, he and Fjord usually wrestled around a bit before he even considered 
surrendering. That was foreplay, and this was not the time for anything like that. It wasn’t a 
good idea to get worked up (not anymore than he already was). Besides, this was Caleb. He 
didn’t mind giving Caleb anything he wanted. 


Caleb seemed to mind the submission though, the mage hesitating and pulling back with an 
uncertain whine. 


“What’s wrong?” Molly asked softly. 


Caleb dropped his hands to his lap, eyes glued to them. Molly missed his touch immediately, 
missed the near confident contentment that was replaced by the Omega’s uneasy fear. 


“T- ah, w-what are- are the rules?” 


Molly considered for a few moments before answering, trying to cover any and all possible 
worries the mage might have. He didn’t understand why Caleb asked for rules, but putting 
things into that context wasn’t difficult. “Everyone is in this consensually. Stop if someone 
says no. No one gets upset if no is said.” 


“Will... you tell me if you change them?” Caleb asked when it was apparent Molly wasn’t 
adding any more. 


Molly cocked his head in confusion at the question. He was missing something, some 
assumption that Caleb had made about what was going on. He agreed anyway. “Of course, I 
will.” 


It turned out to be the right decision because Caleb relaxed into him again, fingers moving to 
trace the tattoo on his cheek. 


Molly leaned his head back, closing his eyes and just letting Caleb do whatever he wanted. 
The wizard’s touch was so soft, it was almost teasing. There was nothing overtly sexual about 
it, even the gentle kisses the Omega placed on his neck were not meant to arouse. At least, he 
assumed not. Fat lot of good that was because this was Caleb and Molly was hard and a hairs 
breadth away from just taking himself in hand and coming right there. 


Molly groaned feeling the light scrape of Caleb’s teeth on his neck, his own imagination 
running wild. It was getting a little too hard to stay still, and as much as he was delightfully 
enjoying this, if he didn’t call a stop to this, Molly was pretty sure he was going to straight 
die. 


Molly was careful how he touched Caleb, he didn’t want to scare the mage or make him think 
more was expected. All it took was a hand on Caleb’s shoulder and the Omega paused long 
enough for Molly to get his mouth to work. 


“Gonna have to call it here. You’re... gods, you’re so perfect, but I don’t want to scare you, 
so- ugg, I can’t believe I’m saying this- please stop.” Molly was almost panting, a hot need 
running through him, but he still dropped his hand from Caleb’s shoulder. He wanted, but he 
wasn’t going to hold the man in place. 


Caleb sat back, not quite out of arms reach as he just looked at Molly for a few moments. It 
felt a little like an evaluation, but before Molly could think about why, Caleb... smiled. It was 
a ghost of a smile, there and gone before Molly could process what he’d seen. But it had been 
there. And why was Molly feeling like he’d just passed some kind of test? 


“May I sit with you?” Caleb asked. 


Molly nodded quick agreement, more than happy to delay having to stand up. It had nothing 
to do with embarrassment, more to do with not terrifying Caleb. Caleb, bless him, seemed to 
understand perfectly that Molly was in no shape to get up and walk out the door. 


Thankfully, when Caleb moved back to join him again, the mage opted to sit beside Molly on 
the floor. It was a little disappointing not to be holding his Omega, but Molly knew that 
wouldn’t have helped his current circumstances. 


It was still nice, peaceful as Caleb even leaned into him. Molly didn’t even realize he’d fallen 
asleep until he woke with a start. Caleb had flinched and tensed next to him, though was 
quickly relaxing again. 


“T am with Molly. I am not hurt. We will...” Caleb spoke into the air, hesitating slightly with 
a glance towards Mollymauk. “We will be there shortly.” 


Molly lifted an eyebrow, smiling wryly. “Jester?” 
“Ja.” Caleb grunted as he used the wall to push himself to his feet. “She asked where I was.” 


“Let me guess, she was freaking out because you were gone and I was gone.” Molly snorted, 
standing as well. 


“And we are about to come to shore.” Caleb added. 


Molly frowned to himself. They must have been napping in here for a few hours then if the 
ship was already about to be at the shore. And they’d only just now noticed Caleb was 
missing? Gods, they were the worst... 


He stretched, doing his best to shake the annoyance and any lingering awkwardness. 
Surprisingly, it wasn’t too difficult. A relaxed Caleb did wonders for his mental health. He 
offered his arm to the mage, a pleasant warmth curling in his chest when Caleb took it 
without hesitation. “Shall we?” 


Chapter End Notes 


And here we see proof that despite his helpfulness regarding many things Caleb, Lucien 
is still not a "nice" or "good" guy because he's more than willing to scare the heckles 
outta a traumatized wizard just to make sure he gets what he wants. 


We love to hate him. 


The Sunken Isles 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The trees looked a lot bigger up close. 


Caleb eyed the forest across the expanse of the shore as he wondered just how they were 
supposed to find some temple in the middle of this. Fjord had left Orly in charge of the ship 
while they were ashore, the Tortle promising he could keep in touch to make sure they were 
still alive. Once Caleb and Molly had reappeared, the pack gathered to go over their plans for 
this leg of the mission. They’d unanimously agreed that it would be pointless to try and have 
Jester and Caleb fly them, they’d never see anything through the dense forests. 


Beau had pointed out a few places on the map that history texts and rumours had indicated 
might be the temple they needed, but it left a lot of ground to cover. Eventually, they decided 
to head down the center between some of those marks to try and pick up a trail along the way. 
Between the discussions and planning, and the couple of close calls where it almost became 
an argument, the ship was as close to shore as it could safely be. 


In short order, they Nein had taken the small longboats to the shore, Yasha and Jester 
dragging them towards the trees to hide them. Caleb trailed along after the others as they 
headed to the tree line, Jester and Yasha joining them from off to the side. 


Fjord took point for the most part, leading them deeper into the thick forest. Yasha or Beau 
would walk side by side with him at times to help cut a path, sometimes needing to detour 
around larger obstacles. 


Even having started the journey near midday, Caleb was still verging on exhausted by the 
time it was dark enough they needed to stop. Thankfully, he wasn’t asked to do anything as 
camp was made. Jester and Molly took care of the fire, Caduceus and Yasha scavenging for 
food to add to the supplies they carried. Fjord stayed next to Caleb, for which he was a little 
grateful (nervous as well, but glad enough not to be left alone in the dark). 


Dinner was roasted mushrooms and some dried meats, and tea that Caduceus always seemed 
to have on his person to make. Once it was eaten and cleared away, there was only the sound 
of the crackling flames and the insects of the forest around them. 


It was Molly who broke the tired silence. 


“So, just to update you on the whole Lucien situation, the guy he’s got gathering info for him 
is in Kamordah now.” Molly said in a forced light tone. 


“What?” Beau barked out, head snapping up quickly to glare at the Tiefling. Caleb knew he 
must be imagining the flash of fear in her eyes, there was no way- 


“Yeah, I know. Not ideal.” Molly said, grimacing. “He made Caleb send a message... sort of. 
My head’s still fuzzy on those details. But he got there today and is following some leads.” 


“Jester...” Beau said, tone near desperate as she turned to the cleric. 


“T got it, I got it, don’t worry.” Jester reassured, holding the symbol of the Traveler and 
closing her eyes. She paused, wrinkling her nose for a moment, then spoke. “Hey T.J., it’s 
Jester, remember me? Beau wanted to know how you are doing and how your day went.” 


Beau leaned forward, intent and anxious as she waited for a reply. And that... that really was 
fear. It was disconcerting to see such an emotion in an Alpha, from an Expositor no less. 
Caleb wasn’t entirely sure what to make of it, or whether he should worry it would come 
back on him later. 


“He said he had a very wonderful day and he misses you very much.” Jester relayed, reaching 
out to take Beau’s hand. “He’s okay, Beau.” 


“Fuck...” Beau breathed out, sagging for a moment before she tensed and turned to glare at 
Molly again. “Why didn’t you tell me he sent some bastard there?!” 


“T didn’t know.” Molly explained, shaking his head. “He wasn’t very clear when giving the 
guy instructions, didn’t give him a place, just a direction.” 


Caleb tensed, grateful he was sitting by Fjord and not Molly as the monk growled a low 
anger towards the Tiefling. He flinched when Beau’s gaze landed on him, though she said 
nothing. He could guess her thoughts, could guess she likely wanted to use him to teleport to 
Kamordah. It wouldn’t work like she wanted, but he held his tongue. Unless she asked, he 
wasn’t about to draw attention. 


“T’ll check on him every day, Beau. And we’ll go visit as soon as we are done with this 
mission, okay?” Jester said, scooting closer and wrapping her arms around the monk. 


“Tf anything happens to him...” Beau muttered, leaning into Jester. 
“We'll make sure it doesn’t.” Fjord promised. “Or we’ll fix it, 1f it does.” 


Beau’s eyes fell on Caleb again, her expression softer this time as she spoke to him. “T-J. is 
my little brother. I only found out about him a year ago. He lives with our parents in 
Kamordah.” 


Caleb hadn’t been expecting an explanation, was doubly surprised to have gotten it given its 
very personal nature. Despite his resolve mere moments ago, he found himself speaking. “I- I 
could... try to take us there... but it, ah, 1t might not work. I have- never been there and the 
spell’s success 1s- is greatly dependent on that detail.” 


“If Jester sees something, if he’s in trouble, then yes.” Beau suggested, glancing at the others 
and receiving agreeing nods. “But for now, we need to finish this for Zeenoth. The sooner 
he’s off our backs, the better.” 


Little else was said after that, the Nein sitting in silence around the fire. Fjord nudged Caleb 
when Veth yawned, asking gently. “You still up for using that protective spell for the night?” 


Caleb nodded, getting up and beginning the ritual. Soon enough, the opalescent walls rose 
around the pack, shining a light glow on them all. Task done, Caleb straightened and looked 
around for a suitable place to lay for the evening. Molly had claimed the spot next to Fjord 
while Caleb had been busy, and Jester was entangling herself with Beau. Veth and Yasha 
were keeping first watch, and Caduceus had his own space. Caleb hesitated for a moment, 
eyeing Fjord and Molly with a mix of curious desire and instinctive fear. 


He had tested Molly’s patience back on the boat, so he didn’t worry about them using him. 
They had made that issue very clear. But he did wonder how they would react to him 
specifically choosing not to sleep near them. It was different than moving cabins on the ship, 
he hadn’t been sleeping in their room at that point, so this felt like a larger step. 


Unfortunately, his second choice was currently cuddling an Expositor, so he didn’t really 
prefer to go over there... 


Caleb settled for claiming the space between the Jester/Beau tangle and Caduceus. The dome 
wasn’t overly large, so they were all still very close by, but this still afforded him some space. 
It was a little lonely, somehow, as Caleb curled up to make himself as comfortable as 
possible. At least he didn’t need to worry about the cold. 


Caleb lay on his own for about twenty minutes, trying and failing to find sleep, before a 
finger poked him between the shoulder blades. He rolled over to see Jester, the cleric smiling 
at him broadly. “Is it okay with you if I sleep over here? Beau said she didn’t mind.” 


Caleb hesitated, glancing at Beauregard. She didn’t seem to be paying any attention and 
Jester wasn’t one to play him into a trap. “Ja. I would like that.” 


Jester beamed at the soft answer, wriggling closer and opening her arms in invitation. Caleb 
took it, scooting in and letting her wrap her arms around him. He couldn’t help a short purr, 
though he choked off the sound quickly. He’d tested their patience enough and he wasn’t sure 
if the noise would bother any of them or not. He didn’t think it would, but the ingrained 
reaction to stifle it was more prevalent than most recent learned tolerances. 


Jester pressed a soft kiss to his temple, humming a light tune as he drifted off to sleep. 
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Jester woke to the sound of shuffling, peeking her eyes open to see Beau standing from the 
middle of the group. 


“You okay, Beau?” Jester whispered, not wanting to wake the others, and especially not 
wanting to wake Caleb. He was still tucked close to her, hadn’t moved from her embrace all 
night. 


“Yeah, fine. Just... dreams.” Beau muttered quietly. 


“Do you want to talk about it?” Jester offered, already knowing the answer. 
Predictably, Beau shook her head. “Na, just need to go hit something.” 


Caleb flinched in Jesters arms, tensing and holding onto her tightly. She looked down at him 
in surprise, so much for not waking him. She wasn’t sure at first what had scared him, but 
realized that he probably assumed Beau meant him. She didn’t dwell on why, because that 
would just make her sad and she didn’t want to upset him more, so she just cuddled him 
closer. 


“Okay, be careful and call if you need help killing something.” 


Beau snorted, carefully picking her way through the sleeping bodies, then vanished into just a 
shadow outside Caleb’s spell. Jester waited, but Caleb didn’t relax even after Beau had left. 
She totally understood, sometimes she couldn’t calm down after an especially bad dream, so 
Jester tried to pet his hair just like her momma did for her when she had nightmares. 


“She didn’t mean you.” Jester told him, trying to curl around him as comfortingly as possible. 
“She would never hurt you, and especially not just because she was upset, okay?” 


There was a brief pause before Caleb nodded, the tension slowly draining from his form. She 
thought he might go back to sleep, it was still pretty early, but instead he pulled away from 
her to sit up. Jester followed suit just in time to notice a few of the others waking as well. 
Molly sat up first, still half asleep as he looked around blearily. “Wha happened? Wha’s 
wrong?” 


“Tt’s so early and everyone is awake, that’s what’s wrong.” Jester bemoaned jokingly, hauling 
herself to her feet and moving to wake up Veth. If she had to be up, then so did everyone 
else! Fjord was already getting up, the warlock less expressive in his concern, but he still 
threw a worried look towards Caleb. 


Caleb got to his feet the same as the others, twisting the arcane weave of the dome to make 
the walls more see-through now that everyone was awake. More light filtered in as a result, 
waking the last few (Veth) who had been trying to pretend to still sleep (much to Jester’s 
annoyance). Caleb didn’t want to end the spell just yet, not when the others were still milling 
about in the slow process of fully waking. There was no point in forgoing the extra half hour 
or so of protection. 


Wir sind zuriick in der Hauptstadt. Hast du den Zauber sicher abgeschlossen? Du hast 
nicht- . Bitte sei in Ordnung. 


Caleb jerked slightly as the message came to him, guilt flashing through him a moment later. 
Astrid worried, enough to risk messaging him while she was in Rexxentrum. 


Caleb bit his tongue, glance flickering around to the others. He needed to reply, but he wasn’t 
ready for the questions a reply would create. If he left the dome, the spell would end, which 
may also create those same questions. He also ran the risk of upsetting them by letting the 
spell end early. 


He couldn’t reply here, though. He couldn’t stay, couldn’t leave for privacy, and he wouldn’t 
have a chance to message her back later today. They all stayed in a tight group while 
traveling, alert for potential dangers. Slipping away was both impossible and foolish. But he 
had to answer; she would worry, would assume he was being disciplined. 


Caleb stepped carefully towards the boundaries of his spell, hoping the others were distracted 
enough that they would not notice what he was doing. “Ich bin nicht verletzt. Ich hatte dir 
schreiben sollen, tut mir leid.” 


Dummkopf Astrid chided him, though her tone was full of affectionate relief. Sei vorsichtig 
“Caleb, are you okay.” 


Caleb flinched bodily away from the question, heart jerking in his chest despite it having 
come from Veth. He hadn’t noticed her approach and backed away from her on reflex. 
Which, of course, put him outside of the dome. The arcane weave shattered, the protective 
walls shimmering and dropping in an instant. 


Panic filled Caleb as all attention was suddenly on him. He knew he wasn’t supposed to be 
casting without permission, that it had been Astrid initiating the spell meant nothing. It was 
twice as forbidden to speak with her without express orders or permission. 


And Veth knew about Astrid. What if she realized what he had been doing, what if she told 
the others? If they made him tell Zeenoth, Astrid would be punished. Their disobedience 
might anger the High Curator enough that another joint /esson was warranted. 


Caleb took another step away as Veth reached for him, freezing as the scent of Alpha 
appeared behind him. He started to turn, the flash of cobalt blue causing him to drop 
reflexively to his knees. He folded himself into the appropriate submissive posture, cringing 
down as the Expositor came closer. 


“Beau.” Veth hissed, the sharp word causing Caleb to flinch and brace for a blow. 
“What?” Beau asked, confused. “I thought we were being attacked or something with how-“ 


“And you came racing back to defend us! My hero!” Jester shouted, the absolute glee in her 
voice throwing Caleb for a loop. He looked up just in time to see the blue Tiefling fling 
herself at the monk, all but tackling Beauregard. The Alpha wasn’t at all prepared and the 
two of them fell backward, forcing Caleb to scramble out of the way. 


Jester sprawled on top of Beau, peppering her face with kisses while Beau cursed complaints 
and didn’t at all try to escape. 


It was a jarring sight, enough to bring Caleb back to the present. He wouldn’t call it calming, 
but it didn’t induce the same blind panic as before. He scooted back a little further to avoid 
flailing limbs and tails, brow furrowing as he watched them. And Astrid called him the 
idiot... 


“Like puppies in a basket.” Caduceus chuckled, moving over and holding out a hand to 
Caleb. He helped the mage to his feet, nodding toward where Beau had Jester pinned now. 
“Td tell you they’re not usually so rambunctious, but I think by now you know that isn’t the 
truth.” 


“You two do realize we’re on a semi-deserted island that probably has pirates on it.” Fjord 
sighed, crossing his arms as he moved to Caduceus’s other side to watch the impromptu 
wrestling match. 


“It’s fine.” Beau said, effortlessly getting to her feet and pulling Jester along with her. “I 
scouted around a little while you were all loafing. Nothing nearby.” 


Fjord rolled his eyes, turning to walk away. Caleb watched in near amazement as Beau 
followed, both her and Jester gently teasing the warlock. And nothing else was said about 
himself, about what he had been doing, about him letting the spell drop early. 
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The Nien encountered little on the journey this day. A few creatures that fled at the sight of 
them, a few that watched warily from a distance, and even a few that trailed along after them. 
Those hunters only followed for a mile or so before breaking away, giving up after failing to 
catch any of the Nein breaking off on their own. At one point, Fjord had to be dissuaded from 
taking a detour to hunt down a beast he’d only heard stories about. 


Veth was the one to find its track, the halfling falling face first into what she thought initially 
was a ditch but turned out to be a footprint. It spanned the height of Yasha, was deep enough 
that Veth had fallen into it, and all of them were worried about Fjord’s enthusiasm to take it 
on. In the end, Beau pointed out that if Fjord wanted to hunt it down for bragging rights, 
they’d go along, but Caleb would probably get eaten in the process. Caleb wasn’t thrilled 
with that argument, but looking at the tracks again, he couldn’t say that the monk was 
incorrect. 


Fjord grumbled about Beau being a spoil-sport, but it was good natured and his touch (when 
he brushed past Caleb) was gentle enough to make it clear he wasn’t angry. 


They picked up a trail midway through the day, old footprints leading south-east and deeper 
into the jungle. With nothing else to follow, that’s where they went. Near nightfall, they 
began seeing signs of ruins, bits of cobblestone poking through the grass and brush, crumbled 
walls scattering along the path. Veth found one larger than most, the stone curving around to 
provide a little alcove from the elements. 


Most of the pack scattered to begin finding supplies to make a campfire or scavenge some 
food from the forest. Caleb collapsed against the stone wall, exhausted. He wasn’t used to 
this kind of exercise. He wasn’t out of shape, but two weeks of sufficient food and rest didn’t 
make up for years of going without. He simply didn’t have the stamina of the others. 
Honestly, Caleb was grateful they were as accommodating as they were. 


By the time he felt his legs could carry his weight, Beau and Yasha had a fire going and 
Caduceus was busy making some kind of soup. 


“You alright, Caleb?” Beau asked once he’d sat heavily next to the fire. 


Caleb glanced up at her, hesitating before nodding. He was too tired to be afraid of her right 
now, not without due cause. 


“Here, this will help.” Caduceus said easily, handing him a bowl. “You barely ate anything 
this afternoon.” 


Caleb couldn’t argue with that, he’d been more thirsty than hungry. After drinking his fill of 
water from a crisp stream during their break, there’d been little room or desire for food in his 
belly. He gave Caduceus a quick thanks before digging in, unable to care that he was the first 
to eat. He was too tired, too hungry, and unless one of them hit him for it, Caleb wasn’t going 
to protest. 


Dinner was quiet with very little conversation, most of them either too tired or lost in their 
own thoughts. Caleb headed back to the little alcove once he was done eating, Veth claiming 
his bowl from him before he could even think about finding somewhere to wash it. 


Caleb didn’t argue. While he did feel more energized after eating, he was still tired. Best that 
he go ahead and put up the dome, get some rest. He had only just knelt to begin the ritual 
when Jester came over to join him. 


“You know Caleb, this is such a cool spell. It’s great we don’t have to worry out here 
camping.” Jester said, smiling as she watched him making the circle for the spell. She 
crouched just out of his way, close enough to watch but not intrude. 


Caleb chuckled, glancing at the others. They were far enough away not to overhear, so he felt 
comfortable sharing a little with Jester. “This is nothing. Eodwulf knows a spell that- ah... 
knew a spell... it would... would open a door to a different dimension, of sorts. A large 
mansion, with any room the caster could imagine, with food enough for a feast.” 


“Oh, wow, that sounds amazing! You didn’t learn it though?” 


Caleb shook his head, embarrassingly pleased at how impressed she sounded. “There is a 
great amount of magics out there to learn. We were treated as a unit for any assignments, 
even during our schooling, so we varied the spells learned between us. To have a wide range 
of skills.” 


“That’s smart.” Jester agreed. 


“It was economical, more than anything. Given a chance, I would add every known spell to 
my spell books.” Caleb admitted. ““And create mor that have yet to be discovered.” 


“You can do that? Make new spells?” Jester asked, wide-eyed. 


Caleb nodded enthusiastically, abandoning the ritual in favor of pulling out his spell book. He 
flipped through it, finding the pages with his own crafted spells. “Here, this one did not exist 
until I created it.” 


Caleb turned the book toward her, indicating the Zemnian writings. 


“Cool!” Jester squealed with delight, though she was gentle taking the book. “What’s it 
called?” 


“Widowgast’s Web of Fire.” Caleb answered, unable to hold back a smile at her genuine 
happiness. 


“Widowgast? What’s a Widowgast?” Jester asked, head tilting as she looked back up at him. 


Caleb flushed, looking away self-consciously. It wasn’t unusual for a wizard to name a spell 
after themselves, but it still felt odd considering he was Omega. “Me. Ah, myself. That is... it 
is my surname. Widowgast.” 


“Ooooh, of course!” Jester exclaimed, like it was the most natural thing in the world. She 
looked back down at the book, gently tracing her finger over the sketch of a cat’s cradle. 
“This looks so complicated, it’s so amazing. I don’t understand any of it, but it’s really cool!” 
Caleb chuckled, accepting the book as she handed it back to him. “I will have to demonstrate 
it some time, if you think it written is impressive.” 


“Are you two going to talk all night, or are we going to get some sleep?” Beauregard called 
out to them from by the fire. 


Caleb tensed at the admonishment, realizing he’d neglected to finish casting the spell. Unease 
curled in his stomach as Molly kicked Beauregard off the stump she’d been using as a chair 
in retaliation. He found it strange that retaliation was warranted, and even stranger that it was 
taken on his behalf. 


Jester only laughed beside him, reaching out to pat his shoulder. “She’s just joking, but I am 
sorry that I distracted you. Thank you very much for sharing.” 


Caleb watched with a mix of surprise and amusement as Jester proceeded to stand and head 
back over to the others. The cleric then immediately began to scold Molly, Beauregard 
remaining on the ground and watching with a smug air of glee. 


They really were an odd group. 
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They reached their destination (or what Caleb sincerely hoped was their destination) midway 
through the next day. The jungle around them grew thinner, the ground smoother and flatter, 
and the remnants of ruined buildings became more common a sight as they walked. 


Soon they began seeing buildings and walls more intact, with only pieces of the stone or roof 
crumbled away. Beau began searching for symbols or clues that this was the correct spot, 
Veth joining her as soon as she noticed. 


The soft grass underfoot had given way to hard packed dirt and stone, the remnants of an 
ancient roadway, when Beauregard found something. She stepped through the doorway of a 
ruined building, backing out a second later and calling to the others. “Guys, I think we might 
have a problem.” 


The others came over to investigate, peering over the monk’s shoulder to see what the issue 
was. The issue, as it turned out, was a corpse. And not an old one. Caduceus wove his way 
between them to enter the building, kneeling down beside the body to inspect it. 


“We’re not the first ones here, not the only ones here either. That guy can’t be dead more than 
a day.” Beau reasoned, gaze flashing out to their surroundings searching for potential threats. 


“Do we want to question him? Find out how many there are, how far ahead of us they are?” 
Veth asked, stepping inside the room and carefully picking her way around the edges as she 
scoured for traps. 


“How long does that take again?” Fjord asked, grimacing down at the body. 


“Ten minutes.” Caduceus answered, already moving the body to set up for the ritual. “Looks 
like he died of an injury, a few arrows if I had to guess.” 


Fjord hesitated, glancing over at Molly. The Tiefling shrugged, offering his advice. “It would 
be nice to know what’s in store. And they don’t know we’re behind them.” 


Fjord relaxed a little at that, giving a nod. They could afford a little time. ““We should find out 
if they’re here for the same thing we are-“ 


“And how many of them there are.” Jester jumped in quickly. 


“Where their ship is.” Fjord continued without missing a beat, nodding agreement to Jester’s 
suggestion. 


“Oh! See if he knows where the treasure is!” Veth called out, finishing her inspection of the 
room. 


“What it does would be nice to know.” Caleb mused, speaking mostly to himself. He flushed 
red when the others looked at him, cringing as Molly stepped into the room beside him. It 
was habit, a reflex, to brace himself for a rebuke of some sort. 


“That’s five, all we get right?” Molly asked, tilting his head at Caduceus. 
The Firbolg nodded with a quiet hum, most of his concentration focused on his spell. 


Caleb relaxed at the easy acceptance, distracting himself from any lingering worries by 
watching Caduceus. Divine magic was so different from his own, and he had precious little 
opportunity to really observe its various workings. 


This particular spell looked a lot less like magic (the kind Caleb was used to anyway) and 
more like prayer at a temple. Caduceus lit some incense, setting the smoking herbs around 
the dead body, all the while speaking in a low tone to his deity. Caleb could tell that every 
action was precise, every movement had a purpose, but it was so very different from the 
equation type magic that he had studied and performed. 


Fjord, Veth, and Molly all gathered close as Caduceus reached the end of the spell. Jester 
poked her head out the door to call for Beau and Yasha, the three re-entering the room just as 


the body gave a sudden jerk. 


With a wet rattling, air filled the lungs of the cadaver, the body jerking at an awkward angle 
as if pulled by strings. Its head lolled to the side, rolling back before snapping upright. The 
eyes were empty and glassy, unfocused but unmistakably looking at Caduceus. 
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Caleb was certainly doing better, Caduceus mused to himself while setting up the spell. The 
mage watched him openly enough, a far cry different than when the man had first come to 
them. And it wasn’t watchful in a fearful way, Caduceus could see none of the anxious worry 
as if he expected to be struck. In fact, Caleb seemed fascinated by the spell being performed. 
He showed the same open ease he had when speaking to Jester the prior evening. 


Magic in any shape, it seemed, was a good way of breaking down the carefully constructed 
walls the Omega kept around his true personality. 


Caduceus could only hope what trust they were building would withstand the coming trials. 
Those of this current venture and the subsequent dealings with Zeenoth. Caduceus wasn’t so 
naive to think the High Curator would simply ignore them once they had completed this task 
for him. 


Once Caduceus finished the spell, the reanimated spirit of the deceased brought back to speak 
with, he paused for a moment to contemplate how to word his questions. And which to ask 
first, as the others had given him the desired ones already. 


“You came with a crew of people. How many are there searching this part of the island?” 


The answer wheezed out of the dead man’s throat in a slow whisper, words broken a bit by 
the rattle of air taken in to speak. “Our crew... sent a dozen or so... of us ashore....” 
Caduceus nodded slowly, glancing up to Fjord in silent query. 


Fjord was grimacing, obviously unhappy with confirmation that another ship was around 
somewhere. As Caduceus expected, that was the Alpha’s request for the next question. “Ask 
him where it’s anchored?” 


Caduceus turned back to do just that. “Where is your ship anchored?” 
“The ship awaits... near the cliffs.” 
“Let Orly know to be on the look out.” Fjord said to Jester, the cleric already nodding. 


“He said he could do messages too, more or less.” Jester assured. “So he can totally let us 
know if that ship comes around and finds ours.” 


“Ts that gonna do us much good? Other than knowing we might be stranded here?” Beau 
asked. 


“Tt’ll keep us from walking back into a trap.” Fjord offered. 


“And we won't be stranded here.” Veth reminded them. 


Beau glanced at Caleb, some of her tension easing a bit at the reminder. Caduceus was 
interested to note that Caleb only looked mildly uneasy this time, rather than the fear that the 
monk’s attention usually garnered. Beauregard gave Veth a nod, then looked back over at 
Caduceus. “So, we want to see if they’re looking for the same thing we are?” 


Caduceus nodded, getting back to the current task. “What are you searching for here?” 
“A key.....” 


Caduceus frowned. That didn’t sound like the same thing they were looking for. Molly spoke 
up with the answer, the Tiefling now leaning casually against the wall next to Caleb as he 
watched the proceedings. “This thing is supposed to be able to release some beast, so I guess 
that’s a type of key. Guess that means Zeenoth’s info was good... the bastard...” 


Caduceus nodded, accepting the explanation. It did make sense, he supposed. It’s not like 
they knew what the artifact was supposed to be called. Describing it as a key wasn’t 
completely outside its use. “Where is the key supposed to be located?” 


“In the temple..... to the Great One....” 


There was confused silence for a moment, each of the other’s wearing puzzled looks when 
Caduceus looked round at them. 


“Who is the Great One?” Yasha asked first, receiving mostly head shakes and shrugs. 


Caleb offered an answer, quiet and hesitant after glancing to Molly for reassurance. “If... it is 
in reference to a- a temple in this place, I would... ah, would hazard it is a minor deity, from 
the Calamity. Perhaps one of the monstrosities created by the Betrayer Gods. The peoples of 
this island sided with them, during the Calamity. It is why this place was left ruined and never 
rebuilt upon.” 


Molly leaned a little closer to Caleb, turning to speak softly enough to the Omega that 
Caduceus couldn’t pick up what was said. He could guess it was praise, based on the flush 
that crept up the wizard’s neck and the softness in Molly’s eyes. Caduceus could see the rest 
of the Nein were impressed with Caleb’s knowledge as well, himself included. It was useful 
information too. If nothing else, it told Caduceus that he’d need to be on the lookout for 
undead. Places like this tended to draw them. 


“Should we see if he knows what this ‘key’ is supposed to unlock?” Beau asked, arms 
crossing as she tilted her head. ““Zeenoth said it was a beast of some kind, something 
dangerous. Enough that we’d want to keep it out of Revelry hands even without the king’s 
orders. Should we be finding out what it is in case we need to kill it?” 


“That’s probably a good idea, just in case Zeenoth tries to free it to use for himself.” Veth 
snorted. 


The joke didn’t go over well, if Beau’s scowl was anything to go by, but the monk nodded 
agreement all the same. “I honestly wouldn’t put it past him.” 


Caduceus looked back down at the dead man, issuing the final question. ““What does the key 
release?” 


“,.Uk’atoa....” The wet rattle of the breath leaving the corpse was an ominous sound. The 
body sagged, going limp like a puppet with its strings cut. 


Caduceus placed a hand on the dead man, offering a silent prayer to the Wildmother as he set 
it on the way to joining the earth around them. Fungus and mold began creeping up the cold 
flesh, breaking down the organic material and hastening the decomposition. Caduceus rose 
once he was sure the body wouldn’t be coming back as any type of undead, turning to face 
Fjord. 


“That’s the thing your old captain was after, isn’t it?” Caduceus asked gently. 
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The next twenty minutes of their journey were spent in silence. Caduceus’s question hung in 
the air; Fjord’s answer having been only a sharp nod before he’d left the small building. One 
by one the others had filtered out, each of them taking a moment before they all began 
following the trail of the pirates they pursued. 


Beauregard and Veth still searched the area as they walked, mostly keeping an eye out for any 
traps or hidden enemies. The ruins around them grew thicker, the makings of a destroyed city 
soon becoming apparent. There were no structures that were completely intact, all of them 
bore the evidence of destruction caused not just by the jungle growing around them. Yasha 
kept Fjord company, just as well because Caduceus could tell the warlock was in no mood to 
speak. 


Yasha was good at the silent support, which Caduceus appreciated very much right now. 


Jester and Caleb lagged behind a bit, the blue Tiefling filling Caleb in on the detail of exactly 
why everyone was so tense right now. She made sure to tell Caleb that Fjord would have 
explained it all himself, just that it hadn’t come up at all. Hopefully that was enough to 
reassure Caleb that it was alright to have this information, even if it didn’t come directly from 
the Alpha himself. 


Caduceus was the center of the somewhat scattered group, keeping an eye on all of them as 
they headed deeper into the ruins. They reached the end of the trail to what looked like an 
encampment of sorts, when Jester and Caleb inadvertently found where their quarry had gone 
next. 


Caduceus’s ears twitched back at the sound of cracking wood, the light creak turning into a 
sharp snap. He and the others turned around just in time to see the ground underneath Jester 
and Caleb buckle, the two dropping out of sight before they could jump out of the way. Veth 
gave a wordless cry of alarm, diving forward to the lip of the hole to look down. 


“We’re okay!” Jester’s voice shouted up a moment later, halting Beauregard from charging in 
and leaping herself. 


Veth sagged in relief for a second, then stood up to look toward the rest of the pack that had 
dashed closer. “They found some stairs.” 


Sure enough, when Caduceus got there to look down, Jester and Caleb were sprawled across 
a set of stairs. Caleb had landed further down the stairwell than Jester, whether because of 
location or having tumbled further after the initial fall was anyone’s guess. The mage was 
conscious and not bleeding, was climbing to his feet to head back up, so it appeared he was 
uninjured. 


“You sure you’re alright?” Beau asked worriedly, leaping lithely down rather than taking the 
marginally longer route of walking around. She landed in front of Jester, a bit of poor timing 
putting her in equal space to Caleb. 


The Omega flinched back at her sudden proximity, heel slipping on the wet stone step. 
Beauregard grabbed him on reflex. Caleb was falling, leaning backward down a staircase that 
descended into darkness and who knew what else, and it was pure reflex to grab him. 


She didn’t even look, initially. Her hand shot out, gripping a fistful of his shirt as she yanked 
him closer, sidestepping to push and hold him securely against the wall until he had regained 
his footing. It was only after having pinned him for a moment to make sure his feet were 
under him, that she registered the fear and terror pouring off of the man. 


Guilt crashed through the adrenaline of having seen two of her pack fall like that, Beau 
dropping her hands from him far too late. She stepped back, getting two steps down the stairs 
and only lower than the Omega for a blink of an eye before his was on his knees. His 
submissive posture was awkward and uneven on the steps, though Caleb still held it in 
silence even as he trembled bowed before her. 


Jester’s hand landed on Beauregard’s wrist and the monk had to check herself to keep the 
automatic reaction at bay. Her entire body twitched with the effort, forcing back to impulse to 
pivot around and push. To take advantage of the terrain and put herself on higher ground than 
her opponent. There was no opponent, just Jester. Just Caleb and the terror from him that 
mingled unpleasantly with her own guilt and fear. 


“T didn’t want him to fall.” Beau said, her voice sounding too thin to her own ears. She was 
panicking, she knew that. Couldn’t do anything to pull herself out, but she registered it on 
some level. 


“T know, it’s okay, Molly and Fjord will help him.” Jester replied, squeezing her wrist lightly 
to distract her from the two mentioned. 


Beauregard appreciated it, distantly, as she was already analyzing the two Alpha’s picking 
Caleb up onto his feet as she tensed for a fight. There were no enemies here, not right now. 
Just a restrain on her wrist, Zeenoth’s voice in her head, and it was so hard to hold onto what 
was present and real right now. 


Beau was just beginning to turn to free herself from the one holding her back, when a 
muscled arm wrapped around her chest to pull her back against a growling Alpha. Yasha. She 
knew this. Knew but couldn’t stop the trained reflex, too far out of her own body to check the 


impulse. Jester had released her wrist, had stepped back out of arms reach, leaving only 
Yasha. 


Molly wasn’t panicking. Definitely not. Not panicking over Caleb falling, not panicking over 
how silent Caleb was, not panicking over how compliant Caleb was being. He was definitely 
not panicking over the sounds of Beau and Yasha fighting and how Caleb didn’t react in the 
slightest. Fjord wasn’t in the best way either, still dealing with finding out about Vandran. 


Getting Caleb away from the brewing conflict had been the first priority. It wasn’t often that 
Beau shifted into a bad enough place to strike out at her friends, but with the close proximity 
to Zeenoth most recently, none of them were surprised. As usual, Yasha and Jester stepped in 
to handle it. Yasha mostly, with Jester there to cool them both off afterwards. 


Molly didn’t worry too much about them. He worried about the timing, but he didn’t worry 
for their ability to bounce back. He worried about Caleb, about Fjord tucking the mage close 
once they’d found a defensible corner to tuck themselves into. He wasn’t sure who he needed 
to comfort or which one of them he needed to address to fix this feedback loop of fear and 
misery. 


Fjord was trying to comfort Caleb, as miserable as he was himself, and Molly knew that 
wasn’t something he could even begin to fix for his mate in any case. Which gave him his 
answer. Molly curled in close beside the two, tail wrapping around them both in a near cat 
like manner. His purr joined Fjords, a rhythmic tone meant to sooth and, since Fjord was just 
holding the Omega, Molly reached out to touch softly. He pet a hand through Caleb’s hair, 
down his cheek, soft touches on his arms. Anything to reassure him that there was no pain 
coming. 


Molly kept an eye on the other two he could see all the while. Veth kept watch, pacing to try 
and keep a 360 view of their surrounds. Eventually Caduceus sat down by the broken slats of 
wood Caleb and Jester had fallen through, which let Molly know that whatever fight had 
happened was over now. Yasha emerged a few moments later, joining Veth in being guard for 
the rest of the group. 


Molly’s attention was brought back to his own attempts at helping as Caleb shifted slightly in 
Fjord’s grip. 


Caleb drew in a shuddering breath, gaze barely flickering up to Molly’s before he looked 
away. “P-p-please... I- please.” 


“Tt’s okay.” Molly assured him quickly, petting through the Omega’s hair again softly. “No 
one is mad. I told you Beau had her own issues, Yasha and Jester will help her. It’s not your 
fault.” 


“You're good.” Fjord added lowly, voice rough from his own emotions and muffled from 
where he still had his nose to the Omega’s neck. 


Molly nodded quick agreement. “You’re good. She didn’t mean to hurt you.” 


“She d-didn’t want me to fall. I didn’t mean to- I wasn’t trying to disobe-“ 


“That wasn’t what she meant at all, love.” Molly interrupted. “She was trying to keep you 
from falling again, that’s all.” 


Caleb nodded his head slowly, relaxing marginally as he took in the words. Molly could only 
hope the mage believed him, though wasn’t too sure about that when Caleb tensed up again. 
Fjord lifted his head, both he and Molly following Caleb’s sight to watch Beau and Jester 
walking up the stairs. 


“She’s not going to hurt you.” Fjord assured, tightening his arms in a quick hug for the mage 
before carefully letting him go. “Ill go check on them, see if that was an intentional trap. We 
can’t linger here too long.” 


Molly nodded, shifting to let Caleb curl into him as Fjord stood up. He watched the warlock 
head over to Beau and the two clerics, pausing to speak with the monk for a moment. They 
were quiet, voices not loud enough to carry and Molly wasn’t too concerned about what they 
were saying anyway. He guessed it went along the lines of Beau apologizing and asking 
about Caleb, Fjord reassuring her, with both of them being awkward about it. 


Molly let Caleb be the one to make the first move. In all honesty, he was perfectly content to 
sit with the Omega as long as was needed. Caleb calmed down quickly enough, reassured 
more by the proof of their assurances rather than just the words. It was probably only twenty 
or thirty minutes before the mage was standing to his feet. 


Veth and Yasha drifted closer when the saw Caleb moving to rejoin the others, Jester helping 
Beau up as Caduceus stood as well. 


“The boards were half rotten but looks like the rope is new.” Fjord told them, straightening 
from where he’d knelt to inspect the broken covering. He’d taken far longer than needed, 
giving both Beauregard and Caleb plenty of time to recover. “Safe to say this is probably 
them covering their tracks.” 


“Good to have proof.” Molly commented, voice soft to not spook Caleb beside him. “We’ve 
still got the element of surprise, right? You didn’t find anything that would have alerted them 
to someone coming in?” 


Fjord shook his head in the negative. “Not that I could find. Just looked like they lashed some 
wood together to cover the opening.” 


“Let’s get moving then.” Beau said gruffly, sliding past Fjord to head down the stairs. 


Beauregard led the way in first, still exuding guilt so strongly that Molly couldn’t have been 
mad at her even if it was warranted. Fjord was a step behind her, moving up to be a silent 
support that Molly hoped would help Beau. He got it, she blamed herself, and Molly would 
have felt the same of himself if he’d been in her shoes. But she’d been trying to help, to keep 
Caleb from being hurt. There’d been no win in that situation. 


The stairway broadened out just before it became completely pitch dark, curving to the left as 
it continued downward. Beauregard paused before turning into the lightless tunnel, calling 
back over her shoulder. “Cad. I think we should probably risk some light.” 


Caduceus began moving forward, readying the spell, but Molly reached out to lay a hand on 
Caduceus’s wrist to stop him as he went past. 


The Firbolg had always been the one to provide light, was the only one who had known the 
spell in the past. But Caleb could do it too, and Molly kind of wanted to prove to the mage 
that they valued him beyond his designation. Plus, it would give Caleb something to focus 
on. In case he was still worried or nervous. 


“Hey, Caleb, you want to be the one to give us some light?” Molly asked the mage still 
beside him. 


Caleb flinched and shrank back initially but relaxed as soon as he registered the words were 
not angry or a threat. “Ah, ja, I- I can, if... Caduceus does not mind.” 


“By all means.” Caduceus agreed. 


Four orbs of light soon appeared, lighting the darkness with a soft glow. Molly grinned, 
absolutely delighted that his requested had worked out okay. Caleb didn’t look afraid and had 
spoken something not an apology or plea for the first time since the whole grabbing incident. 
Molly was calling that a win. 


“That’s a little easier on the eyes.” Beau commented softly once Caleb had cast his spell, the 
monk watching the orbs of light. She glanced over to Caduceus, offering him an apologetic 
shrug and a strained smile. “No offense.” 


Caduceus just chuckled, shaking his head. “None taken.” 


“And they’re mobile too, right Caleb?” Molly added, distracting Caleb from the fear flashing 
across the Omega’s face. Beau’s attempt at apologizing hadn’t gone quite so well just now. 


“Y-yes, to... a certain range.” Caleb replied shakily, lifting a hand to make the lights move in 
a rotating circle expanding out. He looked over at Fjord when the half-ore stepped closer to 
study the orbs. “I can direct them how- however you wish.” 


“Keep a couple behind us, couple up front, some to light the middle.” Fjord advised. 


“It’s really great, Caleb, thank you.” Molly added quietly as Fjord headed up the group to 
keep moving. He knew the warlock was distracted, focused more like, or he’d have said 
something to Caleb to head off the uncertainty that had appeared on the wizard’s face. 


“He loves it too, he’s just focused right now.” Molly added, just for good measure. 


Caleb nodded, his lights moving to spread out along the group just like Fjord had requested. 
Molly purred joyfully when Caleb stepped back closer to him, the two of them falling in step 
with the others as they continued deeper into this underground cavern. 


Chapter End Notes 


Ugh. Life is exhausting right now and I haven't had much energy or inspirations to write. 


But, hey, I live so there's the good news. And I finished this chapter, so YAY 
accomplishments! 


*hearts* to you all! 


Pirates and Temples 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Whatever this place was, who (or what) ever the “Great One” was, the place reeked. 


The further they moved along the tunnel, the stronger the stench became. What started out as 
a light stale odor slowly intensified into a pungent scent of rotten fish and mildew. It lingered 
in the air, in the back of Caleb’s throat, overpowering enough that he couldn’t make out the 
scent of any of the pack around him. That, more than anything, put him on edge. The 
inability to tell whether any of the Alpha’s moods had changed. Mostly Beau and Fjord, both 
of whom he was still wary. Fjord currently because the warlock’s mood had shifted far too 
wildly after the interrogation of the dead pirate. Jester’s explanation had helped, but knowing 
the Alpha was upset made him anxious anyway. 


He was wary of Beauregard because of what had happened on the stairs. He had calmed from 
his earlier panic of the monk grabbing and pinning him, tentatively taking Molly and Fjord’s 
assurances at face value. They said that she hadn’t meant it as a punishment, that she hadn’t 
been angry with him. Part of him still worried, however, and it was that part that ramped up 
his anxiety at no longer being able to scent his pack around him. 


Fjord brought them all to a halt some twenty minutes of silent walking later, a whispered call 
to Caduceus bringing the cleric up to the front of their line. Caleb trailed along side Molly as 
the Alpha followed the Firbolg, just as curious to what had caused Fjord to stop. Tethering 
himself to Molly was a convenient excuse to find out, since the Bloodhunter didn’t seem to 
mind him sticking by his side. 


It turned out to be another corpse, this one ripe and bloated with the brackish water it floated 
in. There were gashes across the body, making obvious the cause of death. 


“No more than a day, I’d guess.” Caduceus advised, standing from where he’d bent over the 
body. The cleric turned, peering around at the open cavern in front of them. “There’s more, 
too...” 


Caleb silently directed one of his lights to float a little further, the other globes drifting about 
the room as the rest of the group began carefully searching the place. Caduceus flashed him 
an appreciative look, nodding slightly, while Molly purred a soft approval and pressed close. 
Caleb’s cheeks flushed, the mage feeling warmed by the approval and embarrassed by it at 
the same time. 


“Looks like they ran into some trouble.” Molly commented, leaving Caleb’s side to crouch 
down and drag half a body out of a pool of ankle-deep water. His voice was quiet, but still 
carried easily to the others. “I’m guessing these things used to be what lived down here...” 


Molly held up the torso of what looked to be part man and part fish. It was somewhere 
between the size of a small dwarf or a large halfling in size, its lidless eyes glazed over in 


death. Something had cut it near straight in half, the lower part still laying in the dark water. 


“Better them, rather than us.” Caleb commented in a light whisper, stomach fluttering at the 
delighted smile this earned him from Mollymauk. 


“We do tend to be the ones doing the clearing. It’s nice to be on the other side for once.” 
Molly chuckled, dropping his find and wiping his hand on his pants. The grin was still on his 
face, tail flicking behind him as he turned to continue searching. 


Caleb felt the ghost of a smile on his own lips, glad to have pleased the Alpha so greatly. One 
of the pack Alphas was happy, that had to mean something. He shook the distraction from his 
mind, focusing on moving the lights around as needed while the Nein searched. 


The others found more bodies, all dead from battle wounds. There were more fishmen than 
pirates and, based on the bodies and the estimate number of starting pirates they’d been 
given, it left about eight pirates to deal with. More than Caleb was completely comfortable or 
confident about. He hadn’t been in a real battle in... years. Gods, the last time he’d fought so 
directly it had been to avoid capture during the war. 


Whether the horror stories he’d heard of the enemy armies were true or not had mattered 
little. Caleb had fought so that he would not leave Astrid alone with Zeenoth. One master was 
the same as another, whether Xhorhasian or Empire, the only difference was being able to 
occasionally see Astrid. 


His master at the time had been an Alpha, some high ranking general in the King’s military. 
He’d done something to please Dwendal, enough to be gifted an Omega. The man had found 
many uses for Caleb, and not just as entertainment while out in the field. He’d made Caleb 
fight, burn fields, kill enemies. He had been very explicit in how Caleb was permitted to use 
his magic, had even gone so far as to always keep Caleb’s components and spell books in his 
possession. He had viciously punished any action that strayed outside his orders. He’d been 
equally ruthless when it came to failure on Caleb’s part at succeeding at a task. The man had 
liked control, had delighted in dictating Caleb’s every move and breath, and had been sadistic 
in correcting every failure. 


It had been the most Caleb had been allowed to use his magic since being given to the Nein. 
It had also been the most outside of Rexxentrum he'd had to wear the magic dampening 
collar. 


Caleb wasn’t quite afraid the same outcome would occur here. None of the Nein cared to give 
him orders, or even seemed to care whether he obeyed the suggestions they did put forth. It 
was odd to realize that, much as he still feared them at times, he could not imagine Molly or 
Fjord tying him down and beating him for a mistake. Hell, even Beauregard had not beaten 
him for messing up the teleportation spell. Other members of the Cobalt Soul had punished 
him for much less. 


So, no. He did not worry over much about the Nein hurting him for disobeying some rule he 
did not know about for the upcoming combat. They may, perhaps, deny him his magic if he 
performed poorly, but they would likely not beat him. 


More he worried of himself, his own fears. In the heat of battle, Caleb could not afford to 
freeze, to hesitate. It was not only his own health he risked if that were to happen. Hesitate at 
the wrong moment and it might be Jester that paid the price. Or Veth. Or Caduceus. Or any of 
them. 


That... they might punish him for that. Should that happen and they beat him within an inch 
of his life, he would call it well deserved. 


The Nein didn’t spend long searching this chamber, only long enough to count the bodies and 
make sure there were no items of interest left behind. None of the weapons were of any note; 
one half dull sword, a handful of sharpened sticks, half as many spears, and three fish hooked 
blades held no interest to the well armored and outfitted group. 


There was only one obvious exit out of the cavern, an open tunnel leading deeper 
underground, though Veth did find two other hidden ones. Both hidden tunnels were half 
submerged in water and nearly too small for anyone to get through. Certainly, they were too 
small for Yasha and Caduceus. Veth pointed the exit/entrances out in the same breath she 
refused to go in and investigate, so no one bothered suggest that. 


“Should we block it off or something?” Jester asked, studying the wall of the cave above the 
small pool of water. “So they can’t ambush us on our way out?” 


“Tf you’ve got a way to do it quietly, by all means.” Fjord agreed, sighing lightly as he rubbed 
the back of his neck. “Otherwise, I don’t think it’s worth the risk.” 


“And there might be more.” Veth added, looking around at all the dark shadows in the room. 
“T found these, but there might be more.” 


“We don’t necessarily need to exit though.” Beau suggested. “Not through here. If shit gets 
bad enough, Caleb can jump us out.” 


“Oh, yeah, I guess that’s true...” Jester mused, nodding to herself. 


“T would... not w-wish to leave Orly and Marius. With- with an enemy ship to deal with. I- I 
could not guarantee where... ah, where we would I-land with... the teleportation spell.” 
Caleb looked away, forcing himself to speak past the tension in his chest. His heart was 
racing, body bracing for a blow. If the Expositor had not been angry with him before, she 
would be now. Except it wasn’t Beau that spoke, nor an admonishment that came his way at 
all. 


“So we leave the tunnels. No big deal.” Jester decided, cheerful tone out of place in the 
sudden uncomfortable tension. 


“Let’s keep going.” Fjord interjected, glancing over at Caleb and extending a hand to beckon 
the Omega closer. “Caleb?” 


Caleb’s shoulders hitched, though he obediently went over to the Alpha as the rest of the 
pack began heading toward the cave exit. Fjord began walking too, the moment Caleb was at 
his side. It was this proof that the Alpha wasn’t planning to linger and discipline his Omega 


that kept Caleb’s fear from blossoming into terror. An apology was still in his throat, though 
he swallowed the words when Fjord spoke first. 


“Thank you.” Fjord said softly, the appreciation in his tone derailing any and all pleas for 
forgiveness from Caleb’s mind. He must have seen the confusion on Caleb’s face, because 
Fjord continued to explain. “For speaking up about the crew. We’ve overlooked details like 
that before. So thank you for remembering.” 


Caleb nodded silently, still shaking even though the Alpha’s hand was a gentle warmth on his 
shoulder. He wished he could get his body to understand that no punishment was incoming, 
because he felt guilty at how the warlock’s small smile faded into nothing before the Alpha 
dropped his hand from Caleb’s shoulder. 


“Sorry.” Caleb and Fjord spoke at the same time, Fjord blinking in confusion as Caleb 
cringed. 


The mage couldn’t stop the instinct to submit, choking back an apologetic whine as he looked 
away and tilted his chin slightly to bare his throat. Interrupting was bad, disrespectful, and a 
simple slap was the bare minimum that was warranted. 


Caleb’s pulse jumped as Fjord brought them to a stop with a simple touch, warm palm 
covering the Omega’s cheek. They were falling behind now, Caleb’s breath stuttering as he 
waited for Fjord to... to do something. There wasn’t time for much, but a punishment didn’t 
have to be long lasting to hurt. He could tighten his grip, slide his hands down to cut off the 
thin rapid breaths of his Omega. He could dig in his claws until blood dripped down Caleb’s 
neck. Caleb was afraid of even a harsh word at this point, unprepared to deal with even a 
well-deserved rebuke. 


Only... there was nothing. Just a touch. Gentle. 


Relief crashed into Caleb at the continued lack of pain, the mage leaning into the touch with a 
near sob. It didn’t hurt and he very much didn’t want it to start hurting. He was sorry, so 
sorry, because he knew that Fjord didn’t deserve such mistrust. The Alpha had proven it 
again. 


This close, Caleb could pick up the Alpha’s scent, readable despite the fish stench of these 
tunnels. Fjord was calm, not angry, though a hint of sadness lay underneath the Alpha musk. 
Caleb wasn’t sure what madness drove him to scent further, to do something he never would 
have dared with any past owner. Or maybe he did, and that was what gave him the courage. 
He shifted forward, putting his nose to the stronger source of pure scent at the Alpha’s wrist 
and breathed in deeply. Far too intimate, far too forward, but Caleb near melted at the burst of 
pleasure in Fjord’s scent. The approval. 


Fjord cleared his throat, breaking the moment as he pulled his hand back. He didn’t meet 
Caleb’s gaze, a dark hued green flush to his cheeks. “Come on, we should- ahem, uh... not 
fall too far behind.” 


Despite the threat of pirates, the Nein seemed mostly relaxed as they traveled. Knowing what 
lay ahead did have a certain... reassurance, Caleb supposed. 


Jester and Veth started a whispered conversation about how best to deal with the enemy they 
were tracking, their suggested tactics ranging from the moderately intelligent to the 
completely insane. And again, a mention of ‘fluffernutter’. Caleb was going to have to find 
out what the draw was for that particular play, and what exactly it entailed. The two were 
always so quick to be cut off when it was mentioned. 


Caleb’s gaze flickered over to Molly as the group all drew closer to discuss. The Tiefling had 
said to speak up when he had something to say, and they had not reacted negatively to his 
input (however accidental) from when they’d questioned the corpse. 


“Veth?” Caleb asked softly, gaining everyone’s attention along with the Halfling. “You have 
the ability to make yourself invisible, correct?” 


“Yes.” Veth answered with a grimace, beginning to say something before stopping herself. 
When Caleb hesitated to speak again, she asked “why?” 


“An attack on two sides, if allowed by the layout of the chamber, would provide a greater 
chance of success.” Caleb explained, tampering down the uncertainty threatening to make his 
voice shake. He paused when Molly leaned into him slightly, but the bloodhunter said 
nothing so Caleb took that as approval. 


“It’s too dangerous for her to be on her own with enemies between us.” Fjord said as gently 
as possible. 


“T- I would not want that, would not suggest-“ Caleb stopped, taking a breath to try again. It 
would do no good to make excuses for his meaning being misconstrued due to his own 
hesitation. “I could cast that same spell on Beau and Yasha. Them on one side, should the 
terrain allow, Veth proving ranged coverage. Yourself and Molly on the other side with Jester 
and Caduceus. I could hem in enemies with a wall of fire if they attempt to escape.” 


“That’s not half bad, I kinda like it.” Beau snorted, looking up at Yasha with a grin. 


Yasha was slightly reluctant, her brow furrowed. “I do not know... Would it not be difficult if 
you could not see us?” 


“It’s just for getting past them. The spell breaks easy, you would reappear.” Veth advised, 
turning to Caleb to ask. “Unless you know a stronger one that wouldn’t?” 


“T could not cast it on both of them at the same time.” Caleb answered. He hadn’t had to use 
that spell, or the current one discussed, in a very long time. None of his past owners had 
cared for, or wanted, subtlety. 


Yasha considered for a moment, then nodded. “Okay.” 


“T don’t think we need to worry about them escaping.” Beau stated, cracking her knuckles. 
“Jester or Cad could hang back, summon those bugs or hamsters, catch any runners. That 


way Caleb can focus on combat rather than crowd control.” 


“May... may I ask, ah, what is this fluffernutter? That you keep mentioning?” Caleb asked a 
little gingerly. He worried a little as Fjord groaned, but Jester and Veth were both wearing 
expressions of delight as they launched into an explanation of exactly what that move 
entailed. 


In true Mighty Nein fashion, all of their strategizing and planning ultimately came to nothing. 


Caught up in their discussion, and perhaps a little overconfident assuming their quarry had 
been tired out by the resident monsters of this buried temple, the pack rounded a turn that 
opened very abruptly into a large open cavern. There were pillars of rock, large stalagmites 
and stalactites, and pools of murky water, none of which did anything to hide their approach. 
In open view, across the hundred or so feet of distance, eight pirates stood spread out at the 
far side. 


It was apparent they had been here for a while, or at least were set up for the long haul. There 
were two fires going, the smoke rising to the ceiling and slowly siphoning off to the far left 
comer. The campfire to the right was mostly hidden by a large column of rock, though the 
flickering light cast the shadow of a set of barrels and three people sitting on what were likely 
bedrolls. Two pirates stood with their backs turned to the room, studying something on the far 
wall, while three others circled around the second fire. 


Caleb was too slow dropping his lights, the glow catching the attention of their quarry. The 
Nein still all dove for a shadow, attempting to conceal themselves anyway. No panicked 
shouts were forthcoming, just the sound of one man calling out to another, then footsteps 
approaching. 


Each of the Nein held their breath as the pirates drew closer. There was barely enough light 
for most of them to make out who was standing right next to them, much less where the 
enemy stood. The two pirates were about twenty feet away when one from the far end called 
out. 


“What is it? More o’ them fish things?” 


There was a beat of pause before one of the closer ones shouted back. “Might be, thought I 
saw some light.” 


Veth crept around a stone column, Beau in her wake, both timing their steps with the shouts 
to remain unheard. 


“Those fish bastards don’t have lights.” The shouted reply drew closer, a third joining in on 
the search. 


“T know, you dolt, it’s why I-“ 


The man’s words were cut short by a wet gurgle, a crossbow bolt appearing out of his throat. 
Beauregard dropped down atop the second one, having scaled the pillar with Veth to get the 
advantage. 


That was as far as their surprise went, though it tipped the numbers towards their favor. The 
third pirate was shouting an alarm to the rest, metal scraping as he drew a blade. 


Caduceus lit the area with a bright light as the other pirates grabbed weapons and rushed 
forward, giving the Nein better visual to fight. Yasha, Molly, and Fjord took the front line, 
meeting the onslaught with blades flashing. Beau darted here and there, though mostly tried 
to keep enemies away from the clerics. Caleb, much as Caduceus, hung back and attacked at 
range. 


He began by catching as many of the pirates as he could in a blanket Slow spell, four of them 
soon finding their step and movement dragging as if through a thick bog. It was safer than 
any of the area damage spells, which could very well bring the cavern down upon them if he 
were not careful. He did his part in inflicting damage as well, pacing a slow perimeter and 
spinning white beams of magic missiles towards the pirates too far for the others to get too 
just yet. 


He wasn’t ignored by those. Being the one most obvious in his use of magic, it wasn’t hard to 
pick him out as the responsible party for the pirates struggling to move. He found himself the 
target of a fair share of crossbows, though the wall of Alpha’s kept the melee attackers from 
reaching him. A typical tact, one not unexpected. They had some sense of intelligence then, 
to know that making the mage a priority was an interest best served. 


The third arrow that struck did the trick too, the jagged bolt cutting a deep slash along his 
thigh. It was enough to bring him to one knee momentarily, the pain jarring enough that he 
lost hold of the weave slowing their enemies. 


Too little, too late, as the Nein slowly advanced and cut down the pirates in their path. Yasha 
took down the last of them, a scrawly black toothed human that tried to cut and run around 
them to escape. The stillness was sudden, the only sound a light drip drip of water and soft 
crackling of the remaining lit fire. Fjord began calling out to check for injuries, Caleb 
nodding that he was fine when the warlocked posed the question to him. 


Despite the calm after the battle, fear crept slowly into Caleb’s heart. As the adrenaline faded, 
Caleb felt a sort of disbelief. He’d been following no orders, had not been given any. He’d 
picked his own spells, his own targets, without direction from his Alpha. Caleb wasn’t sure 
how to process it now the immediate threat was gone. 


Long years of painful experience told him it was not good, while more recent experience told 
him it wasn’t going to be a problem. He felt frozen, pulled between the two experiences. 


“Caleb? Caleb, are you okay?” 


Caleb’s heart skipped as he looked up, the mage taking a step back from Jester now in front 
of him. 


“T... I... am J in- Are you, they, upset?” Caleb stammered out, gaze flickering warily to the 
rest of the Nein. They were paying no attention right now, though Caleb knew they would be 
able to hear everything. 


“No, no. No one is, but are you okay? Do you need healing?” Jester replied in a worried tone, 
shuffling a little closer. 


Okay. Okay, that was okay. She wasn’t upset, they weren’t upset, he hadn’t done anything 
wrong. Caleb lifted a hand to reach out to her, stopping halfway as anxiety locked his 
muscles. He wanted, needed, but there were rules. But... there weren’t anymore. “Can I... 
please don’t- don’t hit me, but could... could you...” 


Caleb winced as Jester reached out to meet his hand, the cleric’s touch gentle. He breathed 
out in relief, tension flooding from him piece by piece as Jester slid the rest of the way closer 
to him. She didn’t make it hurt, didn’t become angry, and was simply a grounding source of 
comfort. 


Part of him wanted Fjord and Molly, wanted comfort in their scent. Foolish and selfish, 
because they were both busy and Caleb knew he had no claim on their attentions. 


“Do you need healing?” Jester asked again, drawing Caleb from his ill-advised thoughts. 


Caleb shook his head, feeling shaky but not exceptionally injured. ““N-no, I... am not hurt 
badly, I do not think.” 


“Tf you’re hurt at all, I can-“ Jester began. 


“No-.” Caleb winced, taking a steadying breath before continuing. “L-later if- ah, if that... 
could it be later?” 


Later in case someone else needed her attentions more, in case he was injured again, in case 
he was disciplined, in case this was a one time offer. All of these thoughts drove his anxiety 
higher as he waited what felt an eternity for her answer. If she said no, if she would not give 
him aid later if he needed it, asked it... 


“Of course, of course, it’s okay Caleb, just breathe.” 
“Ts he okay?” Yasha asked, coming up beside them. 


Caleb was too focused on trying to breathe along with Jester to flinch too hard at the sudden 
appearance of an Alpha. 


“T think so?” Jester answered, tone lilting upwards in question. Caleb nodded assent, heartrate 
already slowing as he succeeded in matching his breath to hers. 


“Beau is distracting Fjord and Molly, so they do not worry...” Yasha said softly, Caleb 
following her gaze to see proof of her words. “If it will help more for them to come over 
here, she will stop.” 


“No, this is... that is more important. I will be fine.” Caleb said, trying to pull himself 
together enough to make his fingers untangle from Jester’s. He clutched her hand like a 
lifeline and wasn’t ready to give that up right now. 


Jester drew in a breath to speak, though Yasha was quicker. “Okay.” 


Jester made an unhappy noise, but kept in pace with Caleb as he headed toward where the 
other three Alphas were inspecting the wall with inscriptions. 


“sot to be through here, it can’t be a dead end.” Fjord was saying in frustration, hands 
sliding along the wall as he searched for something. Molly was using one of his blades to pry 
at a crack in the stone while Beau watched them both. 


“Tf the pictures of a giant sea monster are anything to go by, it’s definitely behind here 
somewhere.” Molly grunted, nearly falling as a piece of stone chipped away and his blade 
slipped free. He straightened, scowling at the wall as he put his scimitar back in its sheath. 
“The writings are a dead giveaway too. Should have kept one of them alive to translate the 
damn thing...” 


Molly and Fjord both stiffened in unison as Caleb got closer. Fjord was more contained, but 
Molly looked over at the Omega with a sharp worry. “What’s wrong, what happened, are you 
hurt?” 


Caleb tried for a reassuring smile, though it came out more like a grimace. “I am not hurt. 
And, ah, I could, if you- if we have time, I could translate it.” 


“You know this language?” Fjord asked, turning to look at Caleb. 


Caleb hated to say ‘no’ because Fjord sounded so impressed. He wasn’t comfortable ignoring 
the clear annoyance flashing across Molly’s face either, but the chance at approval was 
incentive enough. “No, but... I have a spell that allows me to understand any written 
language.” 


Caleb flushed, looking down as Fjord and Molly stared at him for a long moment. He was 
pretty sure the others were staring too, and he wasn’t sure what it meant. 


Fjord stepped forward suddenly, hands cupping either side of Caleb’s face as he pressed their 
foreheads together. The move was so unexpected, so different than anything any Alpha had 
done to him, that Caleb could only freeze in tense surprise. The Alpha was purring before 
Caleb could become too nervous, a deep approval in his tone that warmed Caleb’s stomach. 


“You can fight, teleport, strategize, and now you can translate any writing? They were 
bastards to have hurt you, and idiots to give you away. When you’re ready, we’ ll make them 
regret it all.” Fjord promised, pulling back after a moment and holding Caleb’s gaze. “We’ll 
secure the area while you work. Let us know if you need anything.” 
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The air was stale beyond the now opened archway, smelling of salt and old copper. Bodies 
littered the floor, naught but bones old enough that none of the pack felt the need to check 
them. Veth and Beau took point, setting a slow pace as they checked every step for traps. 


Caleb kept the lights as Fjord had requested earlier; two in front, two behind, and one center 
to light the ground for all. Yasha kept the rear guard, her sword in hand as she stepped lightly 
across the stone ground. Molly was a few paces in front of Yasha, Fjord a few paces behind 
Beau, while Caleb kept the middle ground. 


Caleb who could not dismiss Fjord’s words from his mind. The warlock could not have 
meant them how Caleb had interpreted them. He could not have. When he was ready, they 
would make them regret it? Zeenoth, the Cobalt Soul, the Empire at large? And Fjord had 
spoken with such conviction that, much as Caleb tried, he could find no deception or falsity 
in the words. 


It was... hope. Hope that Caleb wasn’t afraid to believe in this time. They could die here and 
now in this place, but Caleb still... hoped. Beau and Molly both had heard, had not denied or 
complained, and Caleb had observed enough of the workings of the pack to know they would 
have, if they had an issue with it. 


Caleb looked at Jester, still beside him and holding his hand, even though she must have been 
bored all through his translating. She had remained all while he worked out the puzzle to 
open the door as well. It had not been too difficult once he could read the script carved into 
the wall. There had been an ominous warning, which he had dutifully translated to be: 


The Gem of the serpent’s eye, occlude to whom we dread, yet touched or disturbed by 
any, is bound to lose their head. 


None of the Nein had much clue what it meant, whether it was the warning Caleb assumed or 
just a clue of how to get through to whatever might lay beyond. Beau had just stared at him 
evenly, asking him if he knew what it meant, and leaving him alone when he’d shaken his 
head. 


The words had woven around the images in an endless loop, each break and repeat centering 
around the picture of a serpent’s head. Some of those looked ‘dead’ in comparison, and 
turned out to slide inward when pressed. It looked as if the more ‘live’ drawings would do the 
same, but those had eyes like jewels and Caleb though they likely would spring a trap of 
some kind. It was almost... fun, solving the puzzle, a sense of accomplishment filling him as 
a hidden stone doorway slid open. 


Jester had said nothing the entire time, odd for her (and had worried him at first), but her 
smile had been kind every instance he had looked her way. Even now she smiled at him, hand 


squeezing his with a gentle reassuring pressure. 


Caduceus was at his other side, the Firbolg having been the one to provide light when Caleb 
had needed to concentrate on his languages spell. No questions, no requirements, he had 
simply come over and lit the area when Caleb’s lights spell faded. As promised, Molly, Fjord, 
Yasha, and Beau had kept watch. Each of the Alpha’s paced around the cavern, checking 
comers and the main entrance. 


Support, approval, agency. And so many more things he had not had since... Well, some 
since joining the Assembly, all the rest taken from him upon presenting Omega. It was... nice 
to experience them again. Reassuring. Caleb wasn’t quite sure how to accept it. 


The tunnel became dry the further they progressed. It was a stark contrast to the rest of the 
caverns they had walked through so far. Despite that, there was the scent of salt water in the 
air. After about a hundred feet, the stone underfoot began slanting downward as the path 
widened. The walls around them had carvings, skeletal faces and arms reaching out. The 
pathway turned into wide steps, curving slightly as a light orange glow became visible on the 
earthen walls around them. 


Abruptly, the stairway opened up into a large space, easily three hundred feet across or more. 
Large columns were along the outer walls, stretching up fifty feet to the stone ceiling 
overhead. The same sea monster drawings from the sealed wall were here, carved in lifelike 
fashion into stone and marble and intertwined with more skeletons. 


Dry bones scattered the floor here too; humanoid and a smattering of other various creatures. 
Dried seaweed lay tangled around some, crunching lightly under the feet of the Nein as they 
drew closer. 


The light came from an orange crystal nestled on a dais in the center of the ruined temple. 
Yasha and Beau flanked around either side as they began to approach, the rest of the pack 
similarly fanning out. Jester hung back a bit, Caleb mirroring her movements. All of them 
were wary, suspicious at the easy path here, and somewhat creeped out by the atmosphere. 


There was an air of expectancy and tension, all of them jumping when the silence was 
suddenly broken. 


“Wait!” Caduceus called out, Beau and Yasha each stepping back from where they had begun 
to climb the stairs up to the dais. 


A low rattle sounded, bones shifting and moving, and from the other side of the pedestal rose 
a Skeletal figure. Ripped and shredded cloth hung from torn mummified skin that stretched 
thinly over yellow pockmarked bones. The face was gaunt and sunken, the eyes hollow 
glassy orbs too far back in the skull. It moved in short jerking bursts as it turned, the orange 
crystal’s light illuminating the features. 


“Vandran...” Fjord said lowly, a shocked pain in his tone. “Is this-“ 


The figure breathed in what might have been a laugh, the sound a rasp of air against dried 
skin and bones. Caleb and Jester turned at the sound of movement behind them, both backing 


up closer to Fjord and Caduceus seeing two skeletal figures breaking away from the walls. 
Molly and Veth were doing much the same, though Beau and Yasha were already somewhat 
cut off from the group as a hand full more rattled into life from the ground. Even before 
Vandran spoke, it was apparent that they’d stepped into a trap. 


The bones in the skeletal captain’s neck cracked, the skull tilting at an odd angle as it stepped 
around the pedestal. Its movements became smoother with each step, words falling out in 
cadence with its efforts. “Past the point of no return, in vain you’ve come this far. You will 
join us, to protect, becoming what we are.” 


Fjord knew it wasn’t Vandran, not anymore. The tone was wrong, the cadence was wrong, 
and there was none of his old captain’s personality in the words being issued. It was only 
magic bringing the corpse back to life, plain and simple. It didn’t make it hurt any less. He’d 
hoped... not seeing Vandran with the pirates, neither among the dead found nor the ones 
they’d fought mere minutes ago, he had hoped the man was not here at all. 


Vandran darted forward, the clack of bones echoing around the room as other skeletal undead 
rush to attack as well, and Fjord was almost too slow deflecting the rusty blade that swung 
towards him. Again he lagged at stepping away from a follow up strike, the tip of the rust 
eaten sward cutting a shallow line in his tunic and leaving a thin scratch on the armor 
beneath. 


Fjord could hear shouts from the others, the clash of weapons and crunch of bone, could 
smell the scorch of flame and see the flash of magic. He knew that his pack was fighting for 
their lives against the real possibility of being overrun by the sheer amount of undead. Yet all 
Fjord could focus on was the sight of Vandran. His old captain, the first person he could 
remember ever showing a scrap of care or interest for him. 


And that man is dead. 


Fjord had hoped Vandran had retired, given up on the search for something Fjord had never 
believed existed in the first place. This... thing. Uk’atoa. It had driven them apart. The last 
time he’d seen Vandran they had fought over this. 


Blade on blade, the spark and clash of their weapons brought that night back so clearly it 
hurt. Fjord could see it, could feel it. The anger that had become regret too slowly for him to 
make amends. And now he never would. Vandran had been like a father and the last things 
he’d said to the man had been in anger. 


Fjord almost didn’t feel the sharp sting of this Vandran’s blade biting into his skin. It was all 
he could do right then to block the skeletal captain’s sword from cutting too deeply to strike 
something vital. He was losing, badly, because he could not find it in him to strike back. He 
had lost the fight back then too. Had been infuriated that Vandran hadn’t been putting his full 
effort into it. 


Fjord’s old captain wasn’t pulling any punches now, something Fjord was shown too clearly 
as his heart nearly stopped seeing Caleb step in front of him, shielding him from Vandran’s 
blade. The jagged rusty metal swung down, sparking off an arcane barrier and missing 
Caleb’s skin by an unacceptably close margin. Vandran struck again, driving the mage back 


as he came impossibly closer to cutting into Caleb. The undead was relentless, pressing 
forward and keeping the Omega off balance, and one final strike scattered blood across the 
stone floor. 


Fjord didn’t find it hard to fight back anymore. 


He snarled with wordless rage, vision tinging red as he lunged forward. Fjord’s blade met 
Vandran’s, the warlock digging in his feet and pushing forward. Vandran tried to hold his 
ground, rotted boots smearing along the stone as he was forced back. Fjord let their blades 
slide apart, gathering what little moisture was in the air to form into ice around him. 


A skeleton on his right went up in a pillar of flames, mirroring flashes of heat destroying two 
others on his other side. Caleb was still up, still fighting, a relief that cleared the mindless 
terrified rage and left room for practical caution. Fjord knew this wasn’t Vandran. There was 
power, but no finesse or cunning. 


Fjord took a breath, releasing it and reaching for his connection to the Wildmother, letting 
Melora’s soothing warmth calm him. The Vandran he knew was gone, wasn’t coming back, 
and as much as that hurt, Fjord needed to take care of his family that still lived. Growling, 
Fjord darted forward, blade meeting blade as he joined the fray in full force. 


~y 


The battle was not going well at all. 


For every reanimated pile of bones they shattered, two more seemed to come lumbering out 
of the walls or the tunnel they’d entered through. It was never ending. Beauregard didn’t 
want to think of how many corpses they had walked past, how many more might be digging 
their way out of the walls right now. This was looking more and more like a battle they could 
not win. 


She had hoped, originally, that dealing with the ringleader of the undead would drop them all. 
She felt bad that Fjord was forced to fight his old captain, knowing it had to hurt seeing the 
man dead. She felt for him, knew it was hard to find out someone like a parental figure was 
dead. Diaron had been gone for years and Beau still felt the pain of it sometimes. 


Fjord had rallied, had defeated the undead Vandran, but it hadn’t made a difference. The 
skeletons kept coming, whatever animating them not having been anchored in the Captain. 
She couldn’t see anything e/se that might be the source, except for the glowing gem. Beau 
was a little wary of touching it, but options were running low. Really, she was ready to just 
cut and run. 


They could easily escape, and not even empty handed. Everyone was already gathering close 
together, instinct and self-preservation leading them to group up to protect their growing 
weaknesses. There was no mage within the undead, no threat of a single well-placed spell to 
drop them all at once. 


Beau leapt over the pedestal, grabbing the crystal as she went. It flashed orange, a steady 
thrum of the ocean sounding in the back of her mind. She ignored it, pushing it away with a 


fierce determination. The skeletons attentions shifted, focusing more sharply on Beauregard. 
The monk slid to a stop next to the others, snapping out a quick order. “Caleb, get us out!” 


“But-“* 


“We can’t help anyone if we’re dead and those fuckers aren’t slowing down, did you not see 
how many bones we walked past to get here? Get us out!”” Beau barked out, holding the 
crystal close and kicking a skeleton as it drew too close. 


Caleb looked around at the others; Veth barely standing, Yasha next to an unconscious 
Caduceus, Jester supporting a semi-conscious Fjord and backing closer to the rest of them. 
There were twelve skeletal undead bearing down on them, and the sound of more 
approaching from further down the tunnel. Beau had the artifact, their purpose for coming 
here, and she was correct. It would serve no purpose to stay, would only assure their death. 


He was still reluctant to abandon Marius and Orly, and beyond that he didn’t truly have the 
reserve magic to cast the teleportation spell. He could make it work, he would, but... it would 
be a touchy thing. Despite the safer options or more secure places he could accurately 
teleport them to, Caleb decided to focus on the camp they had made the prior evening. A 
compromise. He would get them out, as ordered, without abandoning Marius and Orly. 


The same sense of wrongness enveloped him as he rushed through the casting, fatigue and his 
own injuries leading to errors in the arcane weave. Still, the spell took hold, grabbing them 
all into a dark void. Pain screamed through him, worse than the last time he’d attempted this 
spell. His vision blurred as blackness gave way to blue sky, the mage only able to register the 
sensation of falling before darkness took him once more. 


my 


Beauregard was starting to really not like Caleb’s new spell. Yeah, might have been her fault 
it got fucked up this time. She’d probably rushed him through it, but it was either that or 
death by skeletons. She wasn’t sure this was much better. 


For one, they were in the damned ocean. 


For two... Fjord was out, Jester doing her best to keep the warlock’s head above water. 
Caduceus was in the same boat being held afloat by Yasha, while Molly was doing his best to 
help her while holding onto Veth. Beau had grabbed Caleb before the mage could sink too 
far, dragging his unconscious self to the surface. 


There was no way they could make it back to the distant shore while dragging over half their 
pack. Maybe if Caleb’s spell hadn’t dropped Fjord and Veth they’d have made it fine, but 
with their best swimmer down it wasn’t looking good. 


“C’mon, Caleb, wake up.” Beau growled, already knowing that words alone wouldn’t work. 
It wasn’t like she could shake him, and she didn’t have the leverage to try to slap him either. 
All things she felt guilty for even thinking, but the longer they tread water the more desperate 
she became. 


“B-Be-au!” Jester called out, fear evident in the cleric’s tone as she coughed and half choked 
on water. She was struggling to keep up, head dipping under too many times for Beau to 
stand. 


Beauregard hauled Caleb closer to her, hoping to hell this worked and didn’t do too much 
damage. She tilted Caleb’s head back against her shoulder, only hesitating long enough for 
Molly to begin shouting a question. She’d never done it herself, but she knew how. Of course 
she knew how, Zeenoth had trained her thoroughly. She put her teeth over one of the bond 
marks on Caleb’s neck and bit down harshly, the blood not the only thing making her 
nauseous. 


Caleb woke with a scream, the sound tearing out of his throat in a raw animalistic way. It was 
echoed by Molly and Fjord, both soon cut off by water as they went under. Yasha grabbed 
Veth quickly to keep her near the surface, though she and Caduceus went under for a few 
seconds. Jester had let go of Fjord as the warlock had flailed violently at the sudden pain. 


Beau and Caleb went down too, briefly, the monk fighting to keep hold of the Omega and 
bring him back up to the surface before he half drowned himself. 


“Bitte, bitte, please, Alpha, please-“ 


“Shut up.” Beau growled the order into his ear the moment she registered he was begging and 
not screaming in pain, eyes flickering around to try and find Fjord and Molly. She breathed a 
sigh of relief as they surfaced, gladly accepting Molly’s look of feral rage. They were alive. 
The bond was fixable, them drowning wasn’t. 


“You can be pissed later.” Beau barked out to Molly, cutting off whatever shouted insults he 
was about to give. Thankfully, the Tiefling was too far away to get to her quickly, the water 
and distance enough that the blind rage cooled before it could turn into a fight. Letting the 
Omega go would help with that too. 


She glanced at Caleb, wishing she could soften her tone. “Can you swim?” 
“Y-yes, Alpha.” Caleb stammered weakly, terrified and still in pain. 


Beau let him go carefully, treading water to lean away from him. She only looked away once 
it was clear he could actually keep his head above the waves. Jester was doing better now, 
still looked exhausted but not like she might drown any moment. Fjord looked furious, 
understandably, but he was currently focused on helping Yasha with Caduceus. 


It was a long swim back to shore. 


Caduceus and Veth were dead weight, making the journey arduous. Jester took a moment to 
make sure both were stable (the cleric guiltily apologizing she could not do more), then the 
pack began the painstaking journey back to shore. Beau kept to the opposite side of the group 
than Caleb. Yasha and Fjord traded off hauling Caduceus, switching when the other became 
too tired. Molly and Jester did much the same concerning Veth as the island came closer 
painstakingly slow. 


It was a close thing, each of their limbs shaking with exhaustion as their feet hit sand instead 
of water. Standing was a challenge, fighting the waves to get onto the dry land was a 
challenge, and each of them collapsed to just breathe as they made it fully onto the shore. 
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Caleb felt like everything hurt. 


His neck still burned, the fire coursing through his veins with every breath. It hurt. Why did it 
still hurt? Broken bonds never had this continual pain. But... it wasn’t broken, not really. He 
could feel it, still there, still hurting. It wasn’t blinding, as the initial bite had been, but it was 
painful all the same. 


His muscles ached from the swim, the various other injuries still throbbing from the battle. 
And he was so exhausted. He’d not really had the energy to be casting the teleportation spell, 
likely another factor in why it had gone awry. 


Beyond the pain, there was an underlying endless wave of terror. 


He had messed up so badly. Had nearly gotten them all killed. And perhaps that was why it 
still hurt. A punishment for his stupidity. If he could have gotten his limbs to move, he might 
have crawled over to beg forgiveness, for it to please stop. 


As it was, he didn’t even have the energy to flinch as Molly came over to collapse heavily 
beside him. His throat was tight, eyes stinging with tears, and he could only whine a low 
apology. Please, he wanted to beg, please make it stop hurting. He was sorry, he knew he had 
messed up. 


“It’s okay, come on. We gotta move.” Molly spoke, voice hoarse but gentle. 


Caleb didn’t really think he could, but Molly was giving him little choice. The Alpha bent 
close to sling one of Caleb’s arms over his own shoulder, hauling the Omega to his feet by 
standing up himself. Caleb groaned at the pain, scrambling to get his legs to hold his weight. 
His stomach rolled, vision blurring as his muscles screamed in agony alongside the electric 
fire pulsing from the bite at his throat. 


“Yeah, I hear ya.” Molly huffed lightly, squeezing Caleb closer to his side in a parody of a 
hug. It was too gentle, too encouraging, and it made absolutely no sense to Caleb. He was 
dumbfounded, blindly following Molly’s guidance as he tried to work out just why the 


Tiefling did not sound angry with him, but they were still punishing him. Else why did it still 
burn. 


“T hate to ask, but would you be able to set up that dome of yours?” Molly asked after the two 
of them had walked a few feet towards the tree line offshore. The Bloodhunter’s breath was 
labored, though he didn’t try to make Caleb walk on his own. “We need some rest in a bad 
way, and I don’t think a look out is gonna cut it.” 


The rest of the Nein were struggling just as badly, bedraggled and half drowned as they 
dragged themselves to the relative safety of the trees. Caduceus limp between Fjord and 
Yasha, Veth in Jester’s arms... The least Caleb could do was offer them some safety to rest. 
He could be good. He could be good and maybe then Fjord or Molly would make this pain 
stop, would think he had learnt his lesson. 


“Yes, it- it will take time, just... ah, ten or so minutes.” Caleb agreed. 
“Thank you, gods that’s such a relief.” Molly laughed tiredly. 


Caleb immediately missed the support and warmth of Molly once they reached the trees and 
the Alpha let him go. Worse, the throbbing pain from the bond somehow increased. Caleb 
didn’t know why, could only assume it was a test, was a punishment. 


Standing was difficult, making himself crouch and begin the ritual of summoning the dome 
was even harder. His entire body ached and, when Beauregard dropped to sit within the 
confines of where the spell would appear, Caleb shook so badly he feared he would fail the 
casting. But he wanted the burning to stop, he could not fail at this. 


Some ten or so minutes later and the walls of the arcane dome rose around them. Silence, 
heavy and exhausted, fell over them. There was no fire, so Caleb mentally increased the 
temperature inside the spell. 


Jester moved to sit beside Beau, taking the monk’s hand in her own and leaning into her side. 
Beau’s gaze was blank and unresponsive, only staring down at the dirt in front of her. Yasha 
pressed against Beauregard’s other side, gaze fiercely protective for all she was just as 
exhausted as the rest of them. 


Fjord tended to Caduceus, the Firbolg looking worst for wear. The warlock’s gaze kept 
moving from person to person, as if reassuring himself they were all still there and alive. His 
attention was drawn back to Caduceus after a few minutes. The cleric breath in a little deeper, 
the Firbolg’s eyes blinking open sluggish and slow. He didn’t look any better with 
wakefulness, but he was conscious at least. 


Fjord breathed out a little easier. He wasn’t the best at healing, though the Wildmother had 
granted him some modicum of it, and it was a relief to have one more adept at it back with 
them. He met Caduceus’s gaze, looking over to Veth laying next to the cleric. “Could 
you...?” 


Caduceus nodded, making a tired noise as he sat up stiffly. 


Thank Melora for Caduceus. Fjord gave the cleric as much a smile as he could manage past 
his own worry, reaching out to grip the man’s shoulder comfortingly. Caduceus probably 
couldn’t do much, was as drained as the rest of them, but Veth needed someone keep an eye 
on her. His own attention was being tugged almost irresistibly toward the second most 
pressing issue. 


Caleb. 


The warlock could feel the bond between himself and Caleb still there, damaged but not 
completely broken. He could also feel the steady sharp pain still resonating from when Beau 
had bitten Caleb. It was more bearable now, painful but not the same paralyzing agony it had 
initially been. Molly still felt it as well, or so he guessed based on how the Tiefling rubbed his 
neck every so often. Fjord felt a rush of appreciative affection, thankful that Molly had been 
there to take care of Caleb. 


Fjord wasn’t sure if Caleb felt that same pain still, the Omega curled into a tight ball with his 
arms wrapped around his knees. Fjord also wasn’t sure if this was what normally happened. It 
wasn’t like he’d bonded an Omega before. 


Fjord grimaced, feeling pain and fear when he probed, confirming his suspicion. Yes, Caleb 
was hurting. He forced himself to his feet and moved over toward Caleb. The Omega 
cowered away, the scent of fear flooding the area. Fjord knelt down quickly, trying to make 
himself less of a threat. 


“Hey, easy. It’s okay, I won’t hurt you.” Fjord reassured, trying to put as much soothing calm 
into his voice as possible. 


“Please...” Caleb whispered, his voice broken and desperate. He was shivering as he slowly 
moved closer, baring his neck in surrender. “Please, Alpha, please. I- I’m sorry, please m- 
make it stop. ’'m sorry.” 


Fjord’s mouth dropped open, not at all understanding what Caleb was talking about. Molly 
scooted closer, concern evident in his tone though Caleb flinched away as if the Tiefling had 
brandished a whip. “Are you hurt? What’s wrong? Is it- I thought it was just me, but-“ 


Fjord threw Molly a look, the bloodhunter falling abruptly silent. He took in a slow breath, 
carefully reaching out to tug Caleb closer to himself. The Omega was frantic to obey the soft 
direction. Fjord had barely extended his hand before the mage was putting himself under it. 
He was so scared, enough that Fjord couldn’t find the wizard’s natural scent under the fear 
and terror. Pain was there too, a dull throbbing in tune with Fjord’s own when he felt along 
the bond. 


“Please, please, I'll be good, I swear, I’m sorry, please. It- it hurts, please Alpha. Please 
stop.” Caleb pleaded, shaking even as he let Fjord curl around him. 


Fjord reacted on instinct, thought fleeing in face of the pleading terror from the Omega. He 
needed to fix this, didn’t consciously know how, but he needed to fix this. He reached up to 
thread a hand through Caleb’s hair, leaning in to pull in a deep breath of the Omega’s scent. 
His Omega was in pain, was pleading for him to do something about it. He nosed along 


Caleb’s neck, a low growl rumbling from his chest as he found Beau’s scent, the source of the 
damage to his claim. 


Caleb sobbed as Fjord’s teeth met the Omega’s skin, the Alpha tightening his hold and 
wrapping his free arm around to hold the mage still when Caleb tried to jerk away. 


“Relax, he won’t hurt you.” Molly spoke softly beside them, though Fjord paid no attention. 
He could hear uncertainty in the words, but he knew his mate was no threat. 


“Please. I'll be good, I promise, please. please.” Caleb begged, eyes wide and glassy with 
terror as he looked at Molly. 


“T know.” Molly said, hesitating for a moment as he tried to find the right words to reassure. 
He wasn’t sure there were any. He reached out to stroke Caleb’s cheek, wincing 
sympathetically to how tightly Fjord was holding the mage’s hair to keep him still. “He likes 
it easy, remember? He won’t hurt you, just- just relax, okay? Don’t fight. He’s trying to 
help.” 


Gods, he hoped he was right. 
Caleb let out a thin whine, shuddering before finally going limp in complete surrender. 


Fjord purred a low approval, licking across Caleb’s neck to replace Beau’s Alpha scent with 
his own. He repeated the motion, being careful to be gentle so not to cause more pain. He 
began to nip along Caleb’s throat carefully as Beau’s scent faded, gently claiming again and 
again, until he had erased the foreign Alpha pheromones on his Omega. He was methodical 
with his ministrations, only stopping when he could no longer scent any pain. 


Caleb was shivering lightly in his grasp by the time he pulled back to just breath in the 
Omega’s scent. It took a few moments more before conscious thought slowly returned and 
Fjord realized he had no idea what the hell he was doing. 


“Fjord?” 


Molly’s uncertain question drew his attention, Fjord glancing over to meet the Teifling’s 
tightly worried expression. Molly’s eyes flickered pointedly to his own hand, which he 
realized was twisted too tightly in Caleb’s hair. 


Caleb winced as he let go, though moved forward as soon as he was free. The Omega put his 
nose to Fjord’s neck, a soft whimper underlaying his words. “Thank you. I'll be good, I’Il be 
good, I promise, please-“ 


“Stop.” Fjord rasped, throat tight with guilt and unease. Caleb was silent and still instantly, 
breath coming in quick terrified bursts across Fjord’s skin. The sharp pain was gone now, 
probably why Caleb was so... grateful The scent of it was twisted but all over the Omega all 
the same. 


Fjord knew he had gone too far in trying to fix the bond, but that was an issue he’d beat 
himself up over later. Right now he needed Caleb to know that they hadn’t been- been 


punishing him. 
The only problem was that Fjord was at a loss for words. He looked up at Molly again, 
silently pleading for some kind of help. 


“Whatever that was, it’s not hurting me anymore either.” Molly offered, tone still uneasy 
even as he gave a crooked smile. 


Caleb’s head jerked over to look at the bloodhunter, the scent of shocked surprise filtering 
through the fear. Fjord picked up the thread, daring to brush a hand softly down Caleb’s arm. 
“It was quite unpleasant, but Lucien more or less said it would be.” 


Fjord shifted to sit more comfortably, unable to keep himself from glancing around at the 
others. They were, for the most part, paying little attention. Beau still stared blankly at the 
ground, Jester and Yasha’s attentions for her. Caduceus was keeping his focus on Veth, 
though the Halfling was as stable as she would become until morning. Part of Fjord wished 
Lucien were around to be able to ask just what the hell had happened with the bond, while 
the majority of his was simply relieved that the man hadn t made an appearance. 


Molly curled into him immediately, humming a questioning tone to which Fjord just nodded 
once. He was himself, he was fine. Not really fine, but he’d deal for now. Mourning would 
come later, once he was assured Vandran was the only one he’d need mourn. 


Fjord expected Caleb to move away as soon as he was able, but the mage only shifted as far 
as was needed to accommodate Molly, making no attempt to put distance between himself 
and the two Alphas. Fjord wished that meant that Caleb was comfortable, but the fear and 
wariness in his eyes as he looked between them told the truth. 


“T’m sorry.” Fjord said, meeting Caleb’s eyes and very deliberately looking away. He would 
submit more completely if he didn’t think it would scare Caleb. Already there was a hint of 
panic in the Omega’s scent a that small capitulation. “I didn’t really know what to do and I 
just... reacted. I should have asked.” 


Caleb shook his head almost frantically, breath hitching. “I’m yours, please.” 


“Yes.” Molly said in quick agreement, easing some of the tension from Caleb’s shoulders. 
“But you still get a say in what happens.” 


Caleb hesitated, considering. He blanched a little when he looked back at Fjord and the 
Alpha tipped his chin in slight submission, but he didn’t immediately look away. It... 
sounded as if they had not meant to hurt him. That the continued fire of the bond had not 
been their intention. 


Caleb didn’t think he had a right to touch, to accept Fjord’s submission, so he only nodded 
slowly instead. Reassuringly, neither Alpha made a move in retaliation. Worry still curled in 
his gut, fear that he was misunderstanding their meaning. 


“You... said it hurt- hurt you?” Caleb asked shakily, stomach twisting as he spoke. It was not 
his place to ask, but they were... not angry, not upset, so he risked it. 


“Yes.” Fjord agreed, gaze flickering over to Beau with a grimace. 


“Didn’t stop either.” Molly snorted, sliding his hand closer to Caleb’s. “I thought it was 
normal, it’s not like I’ve felt that before.” 


“Tt... it wasn’t because I... I h-had...” 


“It wasn’t on purpose at all.” Fjord hastened to assure, Molly humming agreement. “If I 
could have prevented it, I would have. I never want you to be in pain.” 


Caleb let out a breath, relief untwisting the painful knot of hurt. They hadn’t done anything to 
punish him, hadn’t done that on purpose. Caleb slid his hand into Molly’s, accepting the 
reassurance gladly now that he knew. He was hesitant leaning back against Fjord, very slowly 
relaxing when the Alpha put an arm around him gently. 


“Th-thank you, for- ah, fixing it.” Caleb said quietly in appreciation. Fjord could easily have 
just broken it outright, like every other Alpha who had tired of him and wanted him gone. 


“Beau sure picked a hell of a way to wake you two up...” Molly attempted to joke, his tone 
too tight for it to really work. 


“Better than watching them drown.” Beau’s voice was flat and emotionless, directed at no 
one as she still stared blankly ahead. 


Caleb was suddenly very aware of the radiating distress from Jester, the tight worry on Yasha. 
From Beauregard, there was nothing. No discerning scent of any kind. 


And, oh, Caleb really did not want to do this, but it was his fault this had happened at all. He 
looked up at Fjord, tilting his head placatingly. “May- may I help, Alpha?” 


Surprise flickered across the warlock’s face, but he still nodded. It was permission enough, 
and Caleb stood a little weakly to his feet. He was even more exhausted after that emotional 
roller coaster, more than, but the distance to Beau was only a few steps. 


Caleb steeled himself, because honestly this could easily end with him being pinned and 
beaten. A deserved outcome, but not one he desired to have play out. He hesitated as he knelt 
in front of the trio, automatically looking for permission from Beauregard’s mates. Jester 
smiled at him weakly, wiping tears from her eyes. That, more than anything, decided it for 
Caleb. 


Gingerly, he curled up next toe Beau. He froze, holding his breath with tense expectancy 
when Yasha moved, but the large Alpha was only making space for him. Putting his arms 
around the monk was equally as nerve wracking and Caleb was beyond grateful that she did 
not lash out. 


It took him a few moments after that to calm down, to overcome his own fear and training. 
Beau twitched against him as he began to purr, the soft sound almost too quiet to be heard by 
anyone but the monk. None of the Nein dared move or hardly breath, and Caleb was too 


focused on watching for any tell tale sign of violence from Beau to notice the intense 
attention on himself. 


Slowly, Beau leaned toward Caleb, eventually slumping into the wizard’s hold. She stayed 
that way for a moment, only moving to sit upright when the Omega’s purr faltered. 


Caleb was quick to scoot away, pulse thumping in his ears. They wouldn’t hurt him, he had 
been helping, they wouldn’t hurt him for that. A difficult thing to convince himself of, even 
when Beau looked up at him with a tremor on her thin smile. “I’m sorry.” 


Caleb blinked, gaze flickering to Yasha and Jester. He... hadn’t expected an apology. He 
wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but it certainly hadn’t been such a straightforward apology. 


“Thanks Caleb.” Jester sniffled, already putting her arm back around Beau. This time, the 
monk reciprocated, holding onto Jester tightly. 


Caleb took a slow breath, forcing himself to sit upright rather than cringing back from the 
monk. He understood. “There were... not other, ah, there was no other way. I... understand. 
It is.. o-okay.” 


The look she gave him was calculating, unhappy but not angry, and Caleb had to look away. 
His gaze flickered over to Fjord and Molly, voice dropping quieter. “May I... may I go?” 


Beau nodded as she looked away and Caleb tried not to make it look like he was fleeing. 
Moving quickly wasn’t an option anyway, his muscles were beginning to feel like water for 
all they wanted to hold him up. He didn’t hesitate to collapse back with Fjord and Molly, and 
neither seemed to mind his inability to offer submission first. 


Fjord allowed Caleb to lean against him, the mage near using the Alpha as a pillow. He was 
so exhausted and Molly’s hand soon petting through his hair and down the back of his neck 
in repeated gentle motions was beyond soothing. 


“Can any of you three message Orly?” Fjord asked tiredly. 


Caleb shook his head, Molly’s warm palm at the base of his neck reassurance enough he 
didn’t worry about Fjord being upset at the answer. The Alpha’s scent never changed, his 
hand on Caleb’s midriff remaining a warm grounding touch. 


Jester and Caduceus also shook their heads, Fjord heaving a sigh at the result. He ran a hand 
through Caleb’s hair gently, leaning against Molly as the Tiefling did the same. “We’ll figure 
out where we are tomorrow then.” 


Everyone was too exhausted to take shifts keeping watch. In the sleepy moments before 
Caleb drifted off, he thought it a marvel concept to be so trusted after having messed up so 
badly. There was no other room for thought after that, Caleb drifting to sleep with the scent of 
his two Alphas around him. 
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Veth woke looking for enemies, jolting upright and scrambling for her crossbow. She grabbed 
the weapon beside her, looking wildly for her bolts before it registered that there were no old 
bones crawling from the walls to drown her. She took great gulps of air, relishing in the 
ability to breathe. Her nose and lungs burned, the feeling too familiar, but... 


Everything was dry. It struck her as odd because she could have sworn- but no. That had to 
have been a dream, a nightmare, half remembered. It was just a flash of images, twisted with 
her own fears. Skeletal undead pushing them back in a never-ending wave, darkness and the 
sudden chill of water, hands grabbing and holding her under no matter how much she 
struggled and screamed... Breaking the surface of the water had marked her waking and it 
had to just be the disorientation of being suddenly somewhere new. 


Veth told herself it was fine, ignored the salt at the back of her throat, the stiffness in her 
clothing. She couldn’t think about it too hard. She didn’t want to put those pieces together. 


It had just been a dream. 


It was still and silent, her breaths the only labored sound she could hear. The others were 
around her, not moving, and a bolt of fresh panic squeezed her heart. 


Caduceus was the closest and she hurried over to check him, fear easing only when she saw 
him breathing. Sleeping, he was just asleep. And the others too. They were alright, were safe. 
She did a quick headcount to be sure, the gentle glowing of Caleb’s dome spell showing them 
clearly. She let out a sigh of relief to see them all, legs going weak as she slid to sit back 
down on the ground. 


Jester, Beau, and Yasha were all curled around each other, the monk in the center and all their 
limbs intertwined. On the opposite side of the dome were the other three; Molly and Fjord 
braced against each other with Caleb laying half in both of their laps. 


The Omega was the one to notice Veth was awake, the mage carefully extracting himself 
from the two Alpha’s the moment their eyes met. It spoke of the sheer exhaustion of those 
two that they didn’t so much as twitch when Caleb moved away from them. 


He picked his way across the short area (Veth noticing the very wide berth he gave the other 
group), and came to a stop in front of her. 


Veth looked around, keeping her voice low to not disturb the others. “Caleb. What happened, 
where are we?” 


Caleb bit his lip nervously, the same nervousness evident in his tone. “The battle went poorly, 
Beau ordered I get us out. The... the spell- I cast it incorrectly. I am uncertain where we are. 
And... Iam sorry the spell harmed you. I was- tired, careless, and...a-and...” Caleb 
hesitated, looking away, and Veth felt her unease grow. 


Everyone was still alive, she’d just checked that. So, they’d not lost anyone. But... the 
memory of her first time drowning was suddenly too present in her mind. 


Caleb knelt, and Veth knew he was putting himself lower for her, so she could hurt him if she 
wanted. It made dread pool in her stomach and she already knew what Caleb was going to 
say. 


“We... fell into the ocean. I am sorry. I put everyone at risk. You do not like the water and 
I... it was my fault.” Caleb finished, looking away and tilting his head just slightly. 


Just like that first morning when Veth had woken him for breakfast. He’d done this too, fear 
so blatantly on his face. He would let her hurt him, Veth could see that clearly in the guilt 
evident on the wizard’s face. She was proven right when she reached for him, the mage 
flinching but holding still to let her lay a hand on his cheek. He was shaking, eyes down, and 
it broke her heart to see him so afraid of her again. 


“It w-was my mistake. I wanted... wanted you to hear it from me.” Caleb admitted softly. 


“It’s okay, Caleb.” Veth assured, heart clenching as he looked up at her with surprised eyes. 
“You didn’t mean to. Beau’s dragged me into water before and I don’t hold it against her.” 


Sure, she had nightmares for days after, hadn’t quite rid herself of those triggered by their 
venture on Brokenbank, but she wouldn’t burden him with that. 


“Still, I-“* Caleb began, though Veth interrupted. 


“T’m not mad Caleb. I promise. You should go get some rest, you still look tired.” Veth 
encouraged, giving him a smile. He looked beyond exhausted and she much preferred he 
make himself comfortable with Fjord and Molly again rather than keep trying to offer an 
apology she didn’t need. 


Caleb’s brow furrowed, head tilting just a fraction as he pulled back. After a moment, he 
asked. “Would... you, ah, would you be alright if I sat with you?” 


Veth blinked at him in surprise, taken aback by the offer. It wasn’t quite the same request for 
permission he usually made either but was more like he was checking that she would be okay 
with it in general. A decision already made. She smiled at him, warmed by his concern. “That 
would be nice, thank you.” 


Veth scooted to sit next to Caleb as he made himself comfortable, the two of them watching 
the other sleep in silence for a long few minutes. She kept an eye on him, watching the 


tightness around his jaw, the furrow in his brow. He still worried. Not afraid at least, but 
still... bothered. “You were keeping everyone alive, so I’m not mad. Okay?” 


Caleb didn’t relax at the assurance, but he did glance over at her. 


“T made an error, put everyone at risk as a result.” Caleb pointed out, looking back down at 
his hands. “Even... even before. That would not have- Our teacher would have been 
displeased. The mistake would not have... been punished exactly. But he would not have 
been pleased and that was often near as bad.” 


“Everyone makes mistakes, Caleb.” Veth said gently. 


Caleb gave her a smile, relaxing into her slightly. “I prefer not to repeat mine. Worse when 
the mistake is greater the second time.” 


Veth chuckled, glad for the distraction and glad that Caleb was not afraid of her. She elbowed 
him gently, really only a slight nudge with her arm, joking. “Blame it on Jester, she probably 
distracted you while you were working on it.” 


The humor vanished from the mage, his gaze darting over to the pile of Jester, Yasha, and 
Beau. 


“No.” He answered quickly, fear back in his tone. “The fault was mine.” 


Veth frowned, looking over at the three sleeping. She had missed something, though she 
couldn’t think what any of them might have done to make Caleb so afraid again. Not over 
something like a joke. She supposed it was possible they had done nothing, that it was 
Caleb’s past affecting his expectations. That was probably it. 


“You should get some rest.“ Veth repeated again, tone gentle. 


“Only if you do.” Caleb replied, looking down at her with a half-smile. His expression 
sobered, eyes skittering away. “I will, ah... wake you. From bad dreams. If... if you would, 
ah, do the same?” 


Veth leaned against him, touched by his offer. His concern was warming, even more so 
because she knew it had to be hard for him to express his own vulnerabilities. “I will be glad 
to, and thank you.” 
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Fjord noticed Caleb was gone immediately when he came back to consciousness, adrenaline 
spiking as he stumbled ungracefully to his feet. Molly half fell beside him, floundering up 
onto one knee and looking around in bleary concern. 


Much to his relief, Fjord found Caleb quickly and the sight before him was enough to stop 
him in his tracks. Caleb was fine, was still here, was unhurt, and... was kind of adorable. The 
Omega was half curled, head on Veths lap, the halfling bent over and using the mage as a 
pillow in turn. It didn’t look comfortable, but it also looked amazingly comfortable. Like a 
too big kid still wanting to be all in their mother’s lap. 


With relief counteracting the adrenaline, the quick motion and previous evening’s battle 
quickly caught up to Fjord. He had to bite back a groan as his stiff and sore muscles made 
themselves known, with a vengeance. 


“You alright?” Molly asked in concern, already sitting back down fully. 

Fjord nodded, dropping to sit beside Molly. 

“T mean about everything.” Molly clarified. 

Fjord sighed, dropping his head into his hands and tugging his hair roughly. “I don’t know.” 


Molly slid closer, reaching out to take one of Fjord’s hands in his own, using the other to lift 
the warlock’s face. He curled his tail around his mate, smiling softly when Fjord stroked 
along it with his free hand. It was pleasant, almost sending a shiver up his spine, but he 
wouldn’t be so easily distracted. “Talk to me.” 


Fjord leaned into him, silent for a long few minutes before he finally spoke. 


“T haven’t seen or heard from Vandran in years. I suppose I had always hoped he found some 
place to retire. I never believed in the treasure he was looking for, the patron he looked for. 
When I last saw him...” 


“You didn’t part on good terms.” Molly said softly, leaning forward and nuzzling at Fjord’s 
neck trying to comfort him. “I remember.” 


Fjord nodded, grateful not to have to rehash that. He felt enough regret for that day without 
speaking about it. “To find him there, like that... I didn’t realize how badly I wanted to make 
amends until faced with proof I would never have the chance.” 


Fjord sighed, turning his face slightly to breathe in deeply of Molly’s scent. His voice 
dropped lower, guilt joining the regret. “And Caleb...” 


Molly purred soothingly, kissing Fjord’s jaw lightly. “I’d ask what happened, except I don’t 
think you know. But you helped him, he wasn’t scared after.” 


Fjord scoffed. “I went too far.” 


“Sure, you could have been gentler.” Molly chuckled, cuddling closer and showering Fjord 
with as much affectionate touch as possible. The warlock desperately needed the 
reassurances. “But he held my hand, leaned against you, helped Beau, and slept with us 
during the night.” 


Molly paused, glancing over to where the Omega currently slept as he amended. “Mostly, 
anyway.” 


Fjord hummed, though was reluctant to concede the point. Helping or not, he’d scared Caleb 
doing it. Even if the mage wasn’t terrified after, hadn’t complained about it, Fjord still 
shouldn’t have gone that far. 


“See how he is tomorrow, before you get too hard on yourself.” Molly advised. 


Fjord only hummed again, fingers petting across the middle of Molly’s tail. It was a self- 
soothing motion, this being neither the time nor place for anything intimate. Molly didn’t 
complain, only pressed closer, tucking himself into Fjord and letting the half-orc take over. 
As an Alpha, there was a certain comfort in taking charge, in being given control, and Molly 
was glad to give that to Fjord when he needed it. Caleb was better at it, of course, because the 
sensation was stronger with an Omega. Still, Fjord found himself relaxing at the sweet scent 
of Molly’s pleasure. 


Jester inadvertently interrupted them, the cleric’s movements drawing both Alpha’s attention 
as she wriggled her way out from between Beau and Yasha to head over toward where Caleb 
was now currently awake. 
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“Did it hurt?” 


Astrid chuckled, touching the healed bite mark as she replied lightly. “He bit me, Cay, of 
course it hurt.” 


Caleb leaned in a little closer, drawing in a breath to catch Astrid’s scent. He found only a 
settled happiness and contentment, a bit sweeter than normal, but there was no sharp scent of 
pain. He glanced back at her, still concerned. “Trent is not going to like this.” 


“That is why we dont plan to tell him.” Astrid snorted, closing the distance between them to 
rub her cheek affectionately against his. 


She was in an exceptionally good mood, Caleb realized, moving closer with a glowing 
pleasure as she began to purr. Astrid wrapped her arms around him, placing nipping kisses 
along his throat. It was a mix of sharp entwined with gentle, so very Astrid, and Caleb was 
near melting at the unexpected affection. 


A very good mood indeed. 


“He knows not to expect to see me or Wulf for a few days starting tomorrow anyway.” Astrid 
explained, cuddling closer. Her tone was slightly apologetic, knowing it was never fun nor 
easy when Caleb bore Trent's full focus. 


“Already?” Caleb asked, voice squeaking when Astrid pushed him to fall onto his back on 
the bed. 


She growled, amusement in her tone. Caleb flushed red, which set Astrid to laughing. She 
took pity on him, scooting back to give him some breathing room. The scent of desire was 
already beginning to hang in the room, but she knew Caleb didn t have the time to stay for 
that right now. 


Caleb reached out as she rolled away, brushing her hair back affectionately. She did feel a 
little warmer than normal, was certainly acting far more affectionate than was her usual 


want. All signs he should have noticed. It was no wonder she teased him. 


“Not everyone is so clockwork precise as you, Caleb.” Astrid teased, leaning on one elbow 
as she looked at him. “I’d bet you would have it down to the day and hour, if you were 
Omega.” 


Caleb ’s reply was cut off by the creak of the door opening, Astrid brightening as Eodwulf 
entered their shared room. “He would. And he’d probably provide a countdown, might even 
be more demanding than you.” 


The flush returned to Caleb’s face as he turned to deny it, though the words turned into a 
laugh at the look on the Alpha’s face. It was likely truth and he couldnt deny it. 


“And you'd get everything you wanted.” Eodwulf continued, tone dropping to almost a growl 
as he moved forward. He paused first by Caleb, putting a hand at the back of Caleb’s neck 
and leaning down to kiss him softly. 


Caleb chuckled as Wulf drew back, eyes warm as he watched the Alpha prowl around to the 
other side of Astrid. “Between the two of us, you would never get a moment 5 rest.” 


He began to stand up, willing to leave the two of them to their moment together. With this new 
bond, he thought perhaps they would desire to share this heat alone. Astrid reached out to 
grab him before he could stand, tugging at Caleb lightly. 


“Do you have time to stay?” 


Caleb glanced at Eodwulf, the Alpha settling on Astrid ’s other side and spooning up behind 
her. Wulf smiled at him when their eyes met, invitation clear in his expression. 


“Ja, I have time.” Caleb agreed, letting her tug him back down. His appointment with Ikithon 
was not for another couple hours. He could afford some time and could think of no better 
place to spend it than with his Pack. 


Eodwulf stretched his arm out to lay a hand on Caleb’, Astrid burying her face at the base of 
Caleb ’s throat as she purred happily. 


Caleb could almost have purred himself, curled together with them. He knew how very deeply 
Astrid loved Eodwulf. Her love ran deeper than his own, and he simply adored the Alpha. 
Adored her as well and was constantly delighted they both accepted him. He was glad that 
they had bonded so completely, Astrid so blatantly proud to wear Eodwulf’s mark. Caleb was 
glad for both of them. He would help protect them, make sure they stayed together. 


“Tam very happy for you both.” 
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Caleb blinked awake slowly, the sense of peace and family lingering. With it was a strong 
sense of homesickness. He missed them. It was nice to have a pleasant dream for once, even 
better to have centered around them, but waking and remembering what had happened... it 
hurt all over again. 


He grimaced as he realized the hurt was physical, not just a remnant from his dreams. 
Absolutely everything hurt, his body one large aching soreness. If it weren’t for the fact he 
wore clothing, and the lack of any soreness in intimate places, Caleb might have thought he’d 
been disciplined for some infraction or another. But he was with the Nein, could see and 
scent them, so the fear vanished nearly before it was fully formed. 


His head was pillowed on something soft, Caleb soon recognizing the soft snore above his 
head as belonging to Veth. Most interesting was seeing that Fjord and Molly were awake. 
And had left him to sleep here, though he had moved away from them without any 
permission. 


Movement from the side soon registered as Jester. The cleric was awake as well and carefully 
extracting herself from Beau and Yasha to creep closer. 


“Hey, Caleb.” Jester whispered quietly, giving him a smile. She still looked tired, the normal 
cheer muted as a result. “Is it okay if I heal you? You were pretty hurt, and... um... Beau... 
She wasn’t trying to hurt you, and I totally understand if you are upset, okay? But I really 
really really appreciate you helping her last night.” 


Caleb tensed a little at the mention of the monk, glancing over as if she might be summoned 
by her name. Beauregard still slept, leaned up against Yasha’s larger form. And, really, Caleb 
understood why she had done it. A means to an end. Fjord and Molly might not be pleased 
with what she had done, but they would likely accept it just the same as they did Lucien’s 
actions. Caleb’s place was lower in the hierarchy of the pack, his comfort meant nothing next 
to theirs. He’d gotten complacent, Fjord and Molly were so gentle it was hard not to, and 
Beau had reminded him of his place. 


Still, he counted himself beyond lucky to belong to the Nein. Even with Beauregard and 
Lucien’s more normal rules and behaviors, it was very easy to belong to them. They did not 
punish him, did not demand anything from him, and they even extended a kind word or even 
praise on occasion. 


It was the least he could do to acclimate to their wishes. So, while he didn’t really think that 
he deserved the healing, he knew it would make Jester happy and that was a greater priority. 


Caleb winced as he sat up, muscles stiff after that long swim. Veth, of course, woke with his 
movements and he gave her an apologetic smile for having disturbed her. He turned his 
attention back to Jester a moment later. 


“Tf... ah, if you wish to, I would be appreciative. The worst is this...” Caleb said, shifting to 
stretch out his leg and indicate the long gash. The arrow wound had been exacerbated by the 
following battle, though had been thoroughly cleaned by the long swim to shore. It stung, a 
light pain that had been an unnoticed background sensation in the corner of his mind. 


Jester made a distressed sort of whine, brow furrowing as she reached to hover a hand over 
the injury. The cut sealed itself together under the light glow of her hands, the dull ache 
fading to nothing. When she made as if to continue, Caleb reached out and put a hand over 
hers to stop her. “The rest is nothing. Bruises and soreness that can heal on their own. You 
should- ah, it would probably be best if... if you were to save your energy.” 


Jester bit her lip, clearly unhappy, but nodded. Caleb hurried to explain himself, unease 
creeping up his stomach at having displeased her. “It- I do not know where we are, it would 
be safer to conserve magic, until we are somewhere safe.” 


“Jes?” 


Beau’s voice was hoarse and sleepy, but Caleb still flinched back hard at the sound. He went 
still as hands touched him, ducking his head and tensing for a moment before he realized it 
was Veth. He let out a shaky breath as the Halfling moved around to his side into view, Caleb 
fighting to get his breath back under control. 


Jester smiled at him sadly and Caleb was grateful she did not reach out. He wasn’t sure he 
could keep from flinching and he knew that would only upset her further. Instead, the cleric 
just stood up and turned to go back to the other two Alphas, kneeling down and taking Beau’s 
hand in her own to reassure the monk she was there. 


“Do you want to go back to Fjord and Molly?” Veth asked softly, one hand brushing the hair 
back from his face. ““They’re worried, but they won’t hurt you. And they won’t bother you if 
you don’t want them.” 


Caleb looked over to the two in question, dropping his eyes as he noted that they were, in 
fact, paying close attention. They hadn’t come closer, which was... something, he supposed. 
He just wasn’t sure if he wanted them or not. 


Veth took his silence as an answer, apparently, the Beta shaking her head deliberately. The 
near coiled tension drained out of both Alphas, Fjord and Molly sort of slumping back down. 
Caleb relaxed against Veth, trying to will away the tremble in his hands and slow the racing 
of his heart. 


No one else seemed keen to move, not even when the dome reached the limits of the spell 
and vanished from around them. They only moved a little closer together, Caduceus joining 
Veth and Caleb in conserving warmth. 


Beau was the one to move first, shifting just enough to draw out the crystal and drop it so that 
it rolled in between all of them. “I don’t want to go back to Rexxentrum right away.” 


Fjord grimaced, nodding agreement as he looked at the glowing crystal. A frustrated anger 
curled in his gut as he looked at the thing that Vandran had died pursuing. He knew he was in 
no state to be dealing with Zeenoth either. 


“We’ve got a little time. You haven’t been needing to do daily reports, so he doesn’t know 
where we were in the mission.” Fjord began, looking between Beau and Caleb. Both nodded 
assent to his point, and he relaxed a little. There was no pressure on time then. “We figure out 
where we are, hopefully get back to the ship, and take a few days to regroup.” 


“But where is the ship. And where are we?” Veth asked. 


Fjord very purposefully didn’t look at Caleb, not wanting to put any unwarranted attention on 
the Omega. It was obvious the man didn't want to be seen or noticed at all right now. Instead, 


he looked to Jester. "Think you can get a birds eye view?" 


"Want some help?" Molly offered when Jester nodded agreement to Fjord’s plan. "Second set 
of eyes, see if we can figure out what island this is." 


"Oh, you can use the map and maybe find out that way?" Jester guessed, nodding along with 
Molly. "Definitely, we can totally figure out where we are that way. And I can message Orly 
once we know!" 


Yasha and Beau broke off from the group once the two Tiefling's were airborne, Yasha 
promising they would not go too far. Caduceus and Veth gathered some wood and stacked it 
to make a fire, Caleb lighting it with a simple spell upon the Beta's request. 


Fjord took the time to inspect the crystal, moving to pick it up from where Beau had dropped 
it. 


It looked so.... simple. Mundane almost, if not for the eerie glow it emitted. And the fact that, 
no matter which way he turned it, it always appeared like it was looking at him. An orange 
burning eye just watching. It was creepy as hell. 


"Do you wish for me to see what it does?" 


Fjord jumped at the interruption, unaware of how lost he'd gotten looking at it. "Uh... you- 
what?" 


Caleb cocked his head, seeming confused by Fjord's flustered stammering. It was oddly 
adorable, despite how wary the Omega currently looked. 


"I... have a spell that allows me to, ah... see the nature of magical items." Caleb explained 
softly, nodding to the crystal in Fjord's hand. "Do you wish for me to attempt it on this?" 


Fjord looked back at the crystal he held, considering the idea and the deep thrum of the ocean 
he could just hear at the back of his mind. Slowly, he shook his head no. Something told him 
that wouldn't end well, that this thing wasn't something to be trifled with. Holding it, feeling 
the darkness in it, he wasn't even sure they should be bringing it to Zeenoth at all. 


"I don't know if that would be a good idea." Fjord said slowly, tearing his gaze from the 
orange glow to focus on Caleb. "At least, not until we've all had a decent amount of rest." 


Caleb accepted the answer without complaint, as Fjord knew he would. He felt a little guilty, 
wondered if maybe he should have phrased his concerns differently. 


"Huh..." Caduceus hummed, joining the conversation easily. "I know I can see magic, on a 
person or object, but that doesn't tell me what it does." 


"Caleb is very talented at magic." Veth added too, tossing another armful of wood onto the 
fire before sitting back down. 


Fjord's heart skipped a beat at the way Caleb's face lit up a little, the mage turning back to the 
two Betas, open interest in his tone as he spoke to Caduceus. All thoughts of the glowing 


crystal vanished, Fjord absent-mindedly tucking it into his bag as he trailed along behind 
Caleb as the mage moved to join the Firbolg. 


"Astrid knows that one, but she never had the patience to identify things, even though we 
both know how. I find it better done as a ritual though, so more common spells can be 
prepared for instead." Caleb explained, almost excited even though his tone was still soft. 


"How does it work?" Veth asked, scooting closer to watch as Caleb drew out his spell books. 
Her eyebrows rose, another question dropping forth quickly. "And how are those still dry?" 


Caleb chuckled, an honest to gods laugh that had Fjord swearing to himself and Melora he'd 
buy Veth a brand-new crossbow for making it happen. 


"Magic." Caleb said, sounding almost smug. His gaze flickered over to Fjord, as if just 
realizing he still existed, and some of the easy confidence faded. Fjord half expected him to 
go quiet, but after a beat of hesitation, Caleb continued. "Ah.. this spell does not let you see 
the magic on an item so much as it... let's you feel what the item does." 


"Yes, but what about the books?" Veth whined, causing Caleb to laugh again before he 
launched into an explanation of the protective magic all wizard's placed on their spell books. 


Fjord wanted to ask so many questions as the conversation continued, but there was no way 
he would interrupt this rare moment. Caleb engaged, speaking without fear or hesitancy, 
laughing, and even including Fjord without worry. Caleb curbed his enthusiasm the first 
couple of times he looked Fjord's way, but the warlock was quick to interject his own 
compliments to the Omega's skill each time. He well deserved them too, and Fjord was 
honestly impressed with Caleb's abilities. This particular one, identifying magic items, would 
be nice if for nothing else than to know the value of some of the things they sold. The idea of 
maybe not getting ripped off anymore was a delight. 


The snapping of branches sometime later had Fjord and Veth on their feet in an instant, 
weapons drawn, the four of them looking sharply towards the sound. 
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It was fucking cold sitting on Jester's avian form, wind whipping Molly's hair wildly. And 
man, was it windy. It cut straight through to Molly's bones and he really hoped someone was 
making a campfire down there for when they got back. 


He un-clenched his fists from her feathers as Jester leveled out, using one hand to reach for 
the map tucked into his shirt. Jester let out a screech at the same time as he saw it, a ship off 
in the distance. Nice, no map needed. He wouldn't need to risk Fjord pouting at him because 
he lost it. 


He was surprised to have found the ship so quickly, but maybe he shouldn't be. Caleb was 
pretty clever, even when he messed up a little on a spell. Clearly, they weren't in the middle 
of nowhere. 

And wasn't that the relief of the century. 


Molly grabbed hold of Jester as she banked, beginning to head toward the ship. It wasn't that 
far off and Molly was certainly alright with getting Orly to sail around and pick up the others. 


It took about ten minutes for Molly to realize the boat had too many sails. And was situated 
near some cliffs. And their dead pirate friend had said that's where the Revelry boat was 
parked. 


And hadn't that been their rush to get off the open beach in the first place? 
Molly cursed, leaning a little to shout to Jester over the wind. "I don't think that's our ride!" 
Jester slowed, letting out a questioning shriek. 


"Pirates!" Molly shouted as explanation, before straightening and looking down at and 
around the forest below them. 


"Go higher, see if we can spot ours!" Molly advised, cursing when Jester's agreement came 
with a heavy flap of her wings. 


Height didn't do too much in the way of helping find their ship, but it did give Molly a pretty 
good bearing on which way they probably needed to go in order to get there. Jester or Caleb 
could message Orly, get the Tortle to sail around and meet them halfway. 


It was with much relief on Molly's part that Jester began to dip down towards the ground 
once more. It wasn't a nose dive, thank the moonweaver, but it was still bad enough that the 
wind was stinging against Molly's skin. 


By the time they were back on the ground, he was shivering, hopping from foot to foot as he 
wondered just where Jester had landed them. It wasn't where they camped, that was for sure. 
So why land here? 


His answer came in the form of warm arms encircling him, Molly purring and turning to 
snuggle into Yasha's embrace. "Oh, you are a godsend, truly." 


Yasha laughed a little, a low vibration against his cheek. "Did you see anything?" 


Molly filled her in quickly, not having that much to really say despite how long they'd been 
gone. By the time he finished, he was sufficiently warm enough to step away, grinning up at 
her in thanks. 


"Molly." 


Molly narrowed his eyes as he looked over to Beau who was stepping closer, still more than a 
little irritated and fully prepared to let her know about it. 


"I'm sorry." Beau spoke before he could say anything, her tone so flat and full of guilty regret 
that he wasn't sure if he should hold onto his anger, even if he could. 


"I won't touch him again. I won't go near him. I just..." Beau trailed off, eyes shifting over to 
Jester, then Yasha who still stood behind Molly. 


"I get it." Molly said stiffly, unhappy because he did. Her reasons were so obvious, actions 
born out of desperation and a desire not to see any of them die. Caleb himself would have 
drown without her. "It doesn't make it right, but I get it." 


Molly looked away, letting out an angry sigh. "You can't avoid him though. Don't get me 
wrong, wish you could, but we're a little too close quarters for that." 


Beau's jaw clenched as she looked away, but Molly knew that she knew he was right. A 
simple solution like that wasn't going to work. "Yeah, I get it..." Beau said as her shoulders 
dropped, the monk letting out a defeated sigh. 


“Oh, for-" Molly growled lowly, stepping forward to drag her into a hug. He was pissed, but 
he wasn’t going to just let Beau keep torturing herself over this. They could argue over 
whether it really had been the best option, but what was done, was done. "I'm mad, but I still 
love you, you damn idiot." 


Molly snorted when Beau grumbled a little, but she still returned the embrace in equal part. 
That was more like her, complaining about simple affection but loving it all the same. He 
smiled, letting a teasing note into his voice. "I'll be un-mad when Caleb isn't so afraid of you 
anymore." 


Beau scoffed, pulling away and scrubbing at her face. "So, mad at me forever then..." 


"He won't always be so scared, Beau." Jester chimed in, sliding closer and giving Beau a little 
cuddle. "He was very brave purring for you, so that has to mean something." 


"We should head back, let the others know what you found." Yasha suggested, a warm relief 
in her tone despite the near awkward silence that had followed. 


Beau was quick to agree, clearing her throat and very quickly turning to go back to the camp. 
Jester skipped head to walk next to her, Yasha and Molly bringing up the rear. The walk back 
to the makeshift camp didn't take long, the two Alphas hadn't wandered far, and Molly could 
hear the delightful sound of a fire and (even better) Caleb speaking. 


It put a little extra energy into his step, branches snapping underfoot as they approached the 
others. 


Fjord and Veth were very quickly on the defensive, Molly's lips curling into an affectionate 
grin at how the two placed themselves very obviously in front of Caleb. 


"Hey you guys!" Jester waved at them cheerfully. "Good news, we're totally still on the same 
island!" 


Chapter End Notes 


Also, I had shower thoughts for a future chapter, but you won't get to read those for 
another... 
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Jester took a moment to message Orly, giving him her best approximation of where they were 
on the island and warning him again of the pirate ship by the cliffs. She ended up sending 
three messages to do it, adding descriptions as he tried to get their exact location to the Tortle. 
By the end, Fjord had his face in his palms. Veth didn’t bother to hide her snickering, Beau 
smirking with a fond look to the blue Tiefling. 


Even Caleb was biting his lip to keep from smiling as Caduceus leaned to speak some 
amusement into the Omega’s ear. 


Molly absolutely adored watching that. Caduceus didn’t often express humor, but he was 
gentle enough that the Firbolg was probably the only one the mage would accept it from. 
Would not be afraid of it. 


Much as Molly wanted to join the two, he left them. Caleb stayed with Caduceus, speaking 
quietly with the cleric as the group began moving. From the snippets that Molly heard, it was 
about different types of magic. Smart. Caduceus (no surprise) had picked up on what was 
most likely to make Caleb most comfortable. When their conversation dropped lower, quieter 
with Caleb’s expression turning wary, Molly drifted further ahead to give them their privacy. 


Caduceus was the best of them at giving gentle advice and Molly trusted he wouldn’t do or 
say anything to hurt or scare Caleb. 


Instead, Molly strode ahead to walk with Fjord, bumping his shoulder against the half-orc 
gently. “Hey. You ever talk to Caleb?” 


“Not directly, no.” Fjord answered, though he smiled as he looked over at Molly. 
“Oh? But something happened then?” Molly asked, returning the expression. It was a relief to 
see the self-recrimination and guilt absent from the warlock. “I heard him talking before we 


crashed the party?” 


“He was explaining his magic.” Fjord said, answering Molly’s indirect question. “And he 
made a joke, was laughing. Even with me sitting right there.” 


“See.” Molly said, snaking out an elbow to gently nudge Fjord. “I told you.” 


Fjord chuckled. “You did. And you were right, of course. He even mentioned someone that 
was possibly a friend. Said a name at least, and not one that he seemed afraid of.” 


“Yeah?” Beau interrupted, earning herself a short glare from both as she slid up on Fjord’s 
other side. 


Molly was the first to relax, reaching over and tugging Fjord’s sleeve. “We talked, it’s fine.” 


Fjord snorted, but let it go. “Yeah, and Veth didn’t seem surprised, seemed to know who he 
was talking about when it came up.” 


“What are we whispering about?” Jester asked in a not-so-subtle whisper, throwing her arms 
around Beau and almost hanging on the monk in the process. 


Molly rolled his eyes, tail twitching in irritation. ““We don’t have private conversations 
anymore, now?” 


Jester stuck her tongue out at him before very pointedly looking back about twenty feet 
behind them. Veth had joined Caduceus and Caleb in conversation, one on either side of the 
Omega. “They’re being all serious. I think Caduceus was making sure he was okay after the 
whole... you know.” 


Jester made a little biting motion towards Beau’s neck, the Alpha growling playfully and 
elbowing the Tiefling off her. Jester laughed, skipping around to be beside Molly. “And then 
Veth went to go make sure they were okay, and she said I should go make sure all of you 
were okay, and here I am!” 


Molly laughed, irritation vanishing. He couldn’t argue with them taking care of Caleb. And 
he didn’t blame Jester for following Beau and crashing into their conversation. He knew well 
enough she hated being alone. “Fjord was just saying that Caleb had a nice time at camp and 
mentioned a possible friend.” 


“Really?” Jester asked simply, all three Alpha’s giving her a side glance at the too flat tone. 


Beau was the one to grin slowly, amusement and almost pride in her tone. “He told you, 
didn’t he?” 


Jester looked up, poker face in place as she shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re 
talking about.” 


Fjord frowned; brow furrowed as he looked between them. “You two know about Astrid?” 
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The group shifted soon after, Beau ending their conversation by advising Jester to let Caleb 
tell them on his own time, in his own way. Jester had shrugged but, already being in the know 
and trusted by the Omega, hadn’t made a fuss about it. She and Beau peeled off to find 
Yasha, returning with the Aasimar shortly thereafter. 


The rest of them walked in a loose group, none of them participating in any conversation as 
they simply made their way through the jungle. They kept to the edges, following the 
coastline, and keeping an eye out for their ship. 


After about an hour of travel, they were brought to an impromptu halt as Jester saw 
something approaching from out on the water. 


“Guys, what is that?” Jester asked, the cleric coming to a stop and pointing out past the trees 
to the ocean. 


Everyone stopped to look as well, each of them just as puzzled by the sight that greeted them. 
Out on the water, it looked like there were two thin strips of white, like the crest around a 
boat or a creature cutting through water. The gap was too small for a boat, the thing moving 
too fast as well, and it the waves coming off it were too tall for any beast that they knew of. 
And no sea creature moved so quickly anyway. 


Whatever it was, it was approaching quickly, the thin strips of white clarifying into tall arcs 
of water with a small figure in the middle. 


“Should we be, like... running or something?” Beau asked uncertainly, sliding into a 
defensive stance. 


“You think we can outrun that?” Molly retorted, pointing out at the thing that was getting 
very close to arriving on shore. 


“Tt looks like a person...” Caduceus mused, squinting as he peered past the trees. 


Whatever (or whoever) it was hit the shoreline, sand replacing the water in a spray to either 
side as it kept moving. The Nein all tensed, drawing weapons, and bracing themselves as it 
continued moving towards them. They had a clear view of it for a moment, though it didn’t 
look like any creature or race they’d ever seen before. 


Sand blasted into them like a storm, pelting across their skin, getting into their mouths, hair, 
and clothing. Some of it was wet, thanks to the waves, globs that stung like rocks. There was 
no attack, though they all braced for it, the creature skidding to a stop in the midst of them. It 
was odd looking, whatever it was. It was grey all over, looking almost as if made of stone. 
The clothing was the same way, even looking as if it had pockmarks and cracks. But it moved 
like cloth, the thing’s skin moving as if made of flesh and blood. It was eerie to look at. 


It looked around at all of them, grey eyes landing on Molly and approaching the Tiefling. It 
stood looking for a moment, completely ignoring the others as it scanned the Alpha up and 
down. 


Molly took a nervous step back, looking around at the rest of them. “Uh... anyone starting to 
feel uncomfortable?” 


“Are you the one called Lucien?” The thing asked, voice gravelly like rocks rubbing together. 


“... Sometimes...” Molly answered warily, looking to Fjord who just shrugged unhelpfully. 
“Who’s asking?” 


“Where is the one called Lucien?” The think asked, head tilting to the side with a sharp jerky 
motion. It wasn’t a very organic looking movement at all. 


“Here.” Molly replied bluntly, tapping his head. “But he’s been quiet and we’ve no idea when 
hell be back.” 


“Message for Lucien.” The creature stated, not acknowledging Molly’s words at all. It held 
out its hands, the skin moving and pulling up like dust, gathering into a grey scroll made of 
stone. The creature stepped forward, a thin crust of stone breaking from the scroll to reveal 
parchment as it curled its fingers around the message. It handed it to Molly, who took it 
gingerly as if it might bite. 


The creature stepped back the moment the scroll was in Molly’s hand, the lifelike stone 
turning dull and motionless, crumbling into little more than pebbles a moment later. 


Molly held the scroll away from him warily, looking over at Fjord. “Should I open it?” 


“Uh, I don’t- Oh! Caleb, you could see what it does, right?” Fjord asked, turning to the mage 
with a sudden excitement. 


“Tt will take some time, ah, ten minute or so, but yes.” Caleb answered. 
“Can you do it on the move?” Beau requested. 
Caleb winced, face paling as he slowly shook his head. 


“Tt’s fine.” Fjord interjected, stepping a little closer to the Omega. Beau was already 
retreating, a guilty look on her face. “We’ ll just-“ 


The sound of parchment unwrapping interrupted him, the pack looking over to Molly as the 
Tiefling unrolled the message. He paused as he did so, looking around at them with a shrug. 
“T didn’t feel like waiting.” 


“Well, you didn’t explode or catch fire, so it's not trapped.” Veth snorted. 
“What does it say, Molly?” Jester inquired eagerly. 


Molly stepped forward, the rest of them gathering around him as he held it out a little lower 
so they could see while he read it. The majority of the paper was covered in a map of a corner 
of a town, a path leading into a thicket of trees into the heart of a forest. There, at the center, 
was a clearing, with a large X marked. 


““She’s here. Our deal is done.” Molly read, head tilting for a moment before realization 
struck. 


Beau snatched the paper from him, turning it and looking with narrowed eyes at the section 
of town shown. “That’s Kamordah. He found what he was looking for and it’s right outside of 


Kamordah.” 
“Found it, doesn’t sound like he messed with it.” Molly said quickly. 
“T just checked on TJ this morning, he’s still okay.” Jester added, taking Beau’s hand. 


“If he found a hag, it’s likely been there for a very long time.” Caduceus said easily, leaning 
on his staff with his focus on Beauregard. “It would solve nothing, protect no one, to attempt 
to rush there. The man Lucien sent doesn’t sound like he cares enough to stick around.” 


“T... do not think he would.” Caleb said quietly, shrinking down a little as the attention turned 
his way. “He sounded... terrified, of- of Lucien. He found what was required, he would not 
stay for Lucien to find him there too.” 


“He would know best.” Molly added, jerking his thumb toward the mage. “He’s the one 
actually heard the reply.” 


“Shit...” Beau breathed, shoulders dropping. “Sorry, I keep getting all freaked out over this 
you guys, it’s just...” 


“It’s Lucien. And it’s TJ.” Fjord said easily, walking over and putting a hand on her shoulder. 
“We get it. And we’ll make it a priority to get there and make sure he’s alright in person.” 


Beau took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly as she closed her eyes. She rolled her neck, 
muscles loosening their tension in slow increments from her top down. She met Fjord’s gaze, 
putting her hand over his. “Yeah. Thanks.” 


“The thing just turned to rocks...” Veth grumbled, moving over and crouching down to scoop 
up a handful. She poked at them with her finger, then turned to hold them out toward Caleb. 
“Could you see if you can tell what it was?” 


Caleb stepped over after a brief glance at Beauregard, kneeling and letting Veth pour the 
rocks into his open palms. He studied them for a moment, muttering to himself, the shuffled 
to spread them back with the rest of the pile of dirt and pebbles. After sifting through that for 
a minute, he sat back on his heels with a grimace, shoulders a little tight as he looked back at 
Veth. “I do not know. There is no magic left in it. If, ah, I had to guess, I would think it likely 
some spell to animate stone to carry out a specific task. There are a great many possibilities.” 


“That must have cost him a fortune.” Molly snorted in amusement. 


“Or he just stole it.” Jester said, the cleric moving over to offer Caleb a hand in getting to his 
feet. 


Caleb huffed a little laugh, accepting her hand. “Such a thing would be worth hundreds of 
gold, if not thousands. I doubt he had that much, so theft would be the most likely.” 


“The guy was working out of a warehouse, barely a thug, it was definitely stolen.” Molly 
agreed, both Tieflings flanking the Omega as they Nein continued their trek. 
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It took a couple more hours, but eventually the Nein spotted their ship curving around the 
island into view. Caleb and Jester both shifted to their bird forms, picking up or letting the 
others climb their backs before taking wing. By this point, the crew of the Southern Squall 
had gotten used to the oddness of their captain not to panic over two very large birds landing 
on the deck. 


For a while, everyone scattered to do their own thing. 


Caduceus and Jester went to prepare food, as no one had eaten on the journey back to the 
ship. Caleb went with them, lured by the promise of being able to snack while they worked. 
Veth was right behind him, Beauregard following Fjord to get the crew moving, while Yasha 
and Molly wandered off on their own. 


Caleb made it a total of three hours more before curiosity got the better of him. 


He had wondered all day when Fjord was going to demand answers as to who Astrid was. He 
hadn’t meant to speak of her, had been distracted by the fact Caduceus could do magic that 
mirrored his own. The only spells he had seen from the Firbolg had been holy magic, that 
granted by the man’s deity. It had been interesting to hear he could also cast spells Caleb 
considered arcane, rather than divine. Veth praising his own abilities hadn’t helped with his 
distraction, even now remembering the unexpected approving words made his stomach warm 
with pleasure. 


As well, Caleb had grown used to speaking with them in a casual manner, had not guarded 
himself about mentioning his friend around them. Caleb wasn’t entirely sure whether his 
mistake was something to worry about. Fjord hadn’t seemed to mind, had... honestly looked 
a little shocked when Caleb considered it. 


But he hadn’t asked. 


There could be many reasons why. Perhaps he didn’t care because Caleb belonged to him 
now, and anyone he knew before was inconsequential. Perhaps he was angry that Caleb had 
not told him every detail immediately and simply waited for a better time to question him. 


Or the Alpha was letting Caleb choose whether he wanted to share or not. 


The last wasn’t an option that Caleb had ever thought he’d entertain again, and it was 
interesting to consider it as something that Fjord was doing. And... Caleb appreciated the 
courtesy. He’d had none given in so many years that it took him a while to recognize it for 
what it was. He still felt a flutter of anxiety as he approached the Alpha but, having proof 
Fjord did not plan to make him speak of his past, he managed to find the courage. 


And courage was sorely needed, because Fjord’s expression as he tied the rope of some bit of 
the mast was not one of joy. The Alpha looked frustrated, annoyed even, as he focused on the 
task before him. 


“Would... ah, you like some assistance?” Caleb asked nervously, stopping just out of arms 
reach of the man. 


Fjord looked up, mind blanking for a moment as he noticed Caleb’s presence. He’d been 
wrapped up in his thoughts, mind on that glowing crystal in his satchel. It was like a weight 
that grew heavier, tugging at his thoughts. 


He pushed it away, focusing on Caleb. He felt guilty at the growing unease on the Omega’s 
face, Fjord realizing he’d taken far too long to answer. 


“Thank you, I would be glad of the help.” Fjord agreed, smiling as he tried for a joke to 
alleviate the tension. “Molly seems to have vanished and left me at it on my own.” 


Caleb’s returning smile wasn’t quite as steady as Fjord could have hoped, but the mage 
moved forward to help all the same. Just like every other time he’d shown Caleb different 
things around the ship, the man was just as quick to pick up what Fjord wanted or needed. 
Tying the sails to catch the wind just right, so they overnight crew wouldn’t need worry about 
it, was a task easier done with two. The sun was already sinking toward the horizon, the shifts 
about to switch, and Fjord was glad to have help getting this done before hand. 


Fjord expected Caleb to go back to Orly or Marius once they were done, to turn in for the 
night. Instead, the Omega kept in pace beside him, biting his lip in a way that told Fjord there 
was something on his mind. They were only a few paces away from Fjord’s room when 
Caleb finally spoke. 


“Why have you not made me tell you about Astrid?” 


Fjord almost snorted as he stopped, exceptionally pleased by the straightforward and near 
demanding way Caleb asked. The amusement vanished when he turned to answer, finding 
Caleb standing stiffly with a wary hitch to his shoulders. 


“You don’t have to, if you don’t want to.” Fjord told him, careful to keep his tone gentle. 
Whether it be serving revenge or hearing of friends, Fjord was willing to wait for however 
long Caleb needed. “I won’t make you. Like I said back at the temple, whenever you’re 
ready.” 


That didn’t seem to be the right thing to say. Caleb’s face when a little pale, panicked fear 
coming from him in a quick wave as he near whimpered. “Please... please do not hurt her.” 


“T won't.” Fjord promised quickly, holding himself back from reaching out. 


Caleb looked away as he took a slow breath. After a few moments, he spoke again, tone still 
quiet but not as starkly terrified as before. “She is... with Zeenoth.” 


Oh. That- Well, that complicated things, certainly. Beau wasn’t going to be thrilled with 
another connection to the High Curator. Unless... she had already known, because she had 
seemed like she already knew and wasn’t upset... Fjord shook his head, the dull ache starting 
to form into a migraine. “That’s fine, I still won’t hurt her.” 


“Thank you.” Caleb breathed, tension draining from him. 


“No need to thank me, it’s...” Fjord floundered for a moment, at a complete loss as to what to 
say. He looked towards his room, changing topics in an effort not to completely mess things 
up. “Did you want to stay with Orly and Marius still? Or, if you want, you’re welcome, uh, 
with... with us.” 


Caleb’s head tilted slightly, a near calculating look crossing his face. Fjord’s heartbeat tripled 
as the Omega stepped into his space, Caleb taking in a long slow breath with his nose right at 
the mark he’d left on the Alpha. “Ill sleep with you.” 


“Just sleep.” Fjord clarified, voice squeaking and breaking in a very embarrassing and un- 
Alpha way. He was completely frozen in shock, hands held up and away from the Omega that 
was practically plastered to his chest. 


Caleb huffed lightly, almost a laugh as he shifted back so they were not so intimately pressed 
together. “You and Molly both then...” he spoke quietly, a whisper so faint Fjord nearly 
didn’t catch it. The mage looked back up at Fjord, a ghost of a smile present. “I would, ah, if 
it still- I would like to... to stay with you?” 


“Of course.” Fjord agreed quickly. He knew Molly would be thrilled, that was no question. 
Though he did feel the need to reassure Caleb they didn’t expect anything from him. “Just 
sleep, we don’t expect anything from you. And you can leave any time if you feel 

uncomfortable or just want to. I don’t want to pressure you into anything you don’t want.” 


Caleb, much to Fjord’s surprise, reached out to take his hand. “Ja, thank you. I- ...it is nice to 
hear. It... helps. Thank you.” 


Speechless and just... so afraid of breaking the confidence the Omega had, Fjord could only 
follow Caleb as the mage led him forward. It wasn’t belief, 1t wasn’t a solid comfort of 
knowledge that they would never hurt him, but it sounded very much like Caleb was... 
starting to. 
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Caleb wasn’t sure when exactly he fell asleep. He’d curled up between Fjord and Molly, 
determined to ignore the tense fear in his stomach. Neither would touch him, they had proven 
that, and he wanted to prove to himself that they wouldn’t. 


And they hadn’t. 


The two Alpha’s had spoken in low voices, their touch an easy comfort. Soon enough, 
between one breath and the next, there was the empty darkness of sleep which was now being 
broken by a slow movement. He woke with a short jerk of alarm as Fjord slid out from the 
bed beside him. He glanced up at the Alpha, uncertain as to what was expected or even what 
was going on. Habit made him expect an order, but besides the ever-present anxiety of being 
around an Alpha (even two as gentle as these), he didn’t truly fear what Fjord might say. His 
instinct was proven correct with Fjord’s quiet words. 


“You should stay, sleep if you can.” Fjord assured softly, very slowly reaching down to cup 
Caleb’s cheek. “Keep an eye on Molly? Feels like a storm is cropping up and I’ll be needed 
up top.” 


Caleb nodded carefully, unwilling to break the gentle touch. He was rewarded with an easy 
smile, Fjord leaning down to press a soft kiss to Caleb’s brow. 


Caleb’s heart sped, but Fjord pulled back before his anxiety could spike too high. He enjoyed 
the affection, but he was still unused to receiving it so freely. Caleb dropped his gaze back 
down to Molly, distracting himself from the soft moment by studying the Tiefling he was 
intertwined with. There was nothing further from Fjord, no additional orders or demands, just 
the sound of his footsteps followed by the door. Caleb was struck by the strangeness of it, of 
being told to relax and rest. Of being comfortable in bed next to an Alpha. 


Molly was pressed close to him, their limbs intertwined comfortably but not too intimately to 
worry Caleb. He could easily lean closer to scent the Alpha if he so dared. And he did, a 
little, eyes half closing at the smokey contentment from the sleeping Tiefling. 


He hadn’t had too many opportunities to just look at his bonded Alphas. Instinct and training 
made sure of that, habit keeping him from meeting their gaze or lifting his own too often. He 
did it with them more and more often, though sometimes trained habit was difficult to break. 


Molly was currently sleeping, Lucien hadn’t been around since just before they’d begun their 
exploration of the isle they’d just left, so Caleb took the opportunity to really look at 
Mollymauk. 


The tattoos were the most noticeable, something he’d seen and been allowed explore well 
enough that he didn’t care to revisit them now. Molly had a variety of piercings, the jewelry 
on his horns going through rather than simply hanging as Jester’s did. Caleb wondered if they 
had any feeling, or if they were as those of most animals; made of bone with no nerve or 
feeling to them. Molly’s horns were not as tightly curled as Jester’s, were larger too, so 
maybe that was why he wore more jewelry? 


Caleb’s eyes were drawn to a rhythmic tapping against his thigh, Molly’s tail flicking slightly 
in his sleep. It twitched a little as Caleb ran his fingers over it, the skin deceptively softer than 
it looked. Tieflings were a fascinating and interesting race, so rare in the Empire. Caleb, 
when not terrified of the man, was exceptionally curious. Even knowing there was no place 
for him in the relationship between Fjord and Molly, Caleb couldn’t help but want to get to 
know him better. More so, considering Fjord’s promise and new knowledge of Astrid. 


He would try speaking of her to Molly next. It didn’t seem right to keep him as the only one 
who did not know. 


There were no tattoos on Molly’s tail as Caleb refocused his attention, only some piercings 
and jewelry at the spaded end of the appendage. The skin was thinner there, supple over the 
light cartilage. Caleb didn’t touch anything more than was already touching him, too unsure 
the significance of a tail to a Tiefling. It seemed like another arm, curling around him 
sometimes like an embrace, but Caleb couldn’t be sure without asking. 


Caleb stopped when Molly gave a little groan, rutting against him in short jerky motions. 
Caleb’s stomach tightened with nervous fear, but there was a heat of desire there as well. He 
remembered that daydream from a few days past, of Molly crawling atop him and being oh 
so gentle as he took him apart. Fjord said he didn’t want Caleb in pain, Molly seemed to 
agree, so surely that would extend to sex if they eventually chose to use him. He hoped, at 
least, because... that would not be something he minded. 


Causing such a reaction right now, however, was not his intention. Caleb held very still until 
Molly settled into sleep once more. Keeping his hands tucked safely against his own chest, 
Caleb decided it was probably much safer to do as Fjord had suggested and rest. His own 
curiosity was going to get him into trouble otherwise. 


He shifted to settle more comfortably, Molly growling a low possessive note and pulling him 
closer to wrap his arms around the Omega. After a beat of holding his breath, Caleb easily 
made himself go lax once more. Molly was still sleeping, was making no demands nor had 
any expectations, and soon Caleb found himself drifting off again. 
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AhhAAAAHhhh!” 


The screams echoed around the room, animalistic and wild. Chains rattled in a sharp 
counterpoint; the hiss of heated iron meeting flesh a low accompaniment. 


“Enough! Stop, please, Master, Iam sorry, please!!”’ Caleb could not stand to be silent, 
could not keep watching Astrid cry and Eodwulf scream. The scent of burnt flesh and blood 
was nauseating. Eodwulf was chained to a table, spread out defenseless as the monk took the 
red-hot blade and drew another line across his chest. The Alpha howled in pain, thrashing 
against the manacles in mindless and desperate attempts to get away. His body glistened with 
sweat, the room sweltering from the blazing fire that heated yet more tools. 


“T trust you have learned not to be such a disappointment. Starosta Ikry was quite generous 
when requesting I instill the importance of obedience.” Zeenoth said in a bored tone, turning 
to look at the mage with crossed arms. 


“Please, Master, I have!” Caleb pleaded, raising his voice to be heard over Eodwulf 8 cries, 
a sense of relief filling him as the monk stepped back after. 


Zeenoth glanced to the guard standing above Caleb, the man jerking the Omega roughly to 
his feet. Caleb found himself being hauled towards a dangling hook near the corner of the 
room, his current bindings being swapped for chains around his wrists and arms. 


“You have not. Both of you need a reminder of how to obey. Instantly, without pause, as is 
due your betters. You have had your uses during this war, but you have both forgotten 
yourselves. Know your place.” Zeenoth spoke evenly, a cold lecture they had heard countless 
variations of. Training, with ruthlessly applied discipline to make it stick. 


Zeenoth grabbed Astrid by the hair, jerking her head back to force her to watch as Caleb was 
strung up, chains pulled taunt enough his feet nearly did not touch the floor. “A reminder is 
due. Of just how worthless the two of you are, how you mean nothing. You are Omega. You 
are mine and you will obey me. I gave orders for you both to be silent, and even something so 
simple you refuse. Thank me Astrid, for not punishing you both.” 


“Tha-ank you, M-Master.” Astrid repeated obediently. Her voice shook and broke, forced to 
watch as a hulking Alpha approached Caleb and began roughly cutting away the mage s 
clothing. The Alpha smiled every time Caleb flinched away from the knife nicking his skin. He 
stepped back once he was finished, caressing the whip curled at his hip. 


It should be her up there, had been before in this game Zeenoth played. Whoever broke first 
was punished, and she had cried. But Caleb had spoken, had begged, and Zeenoth always 
enjoyed pressing on that weakness the most. 


“Begin.” Zeenoth ordered, always in control. 


The whip cracked loudly, blood splattering on the stone floor as Caleb screamed. He was 
given no pause before he was struck again and again. The Alpha was obviously enjoying 
himself, palming himself with a groan as he paused to move from Caleb 8s front to back, 
repeatedly switching sides. Zeenoth held Astrid still, making sure she watched it all. 


“Continue.” The High Curator ordered, and Astrid wanted to weep all over again as 
Eodwulf s screams joined Caleb s. 


Zeenoth only called a stop when Caleb was too tired to do more than whimper when the whip 
curled across his stomach, the leather leaving a deep red welt. Astrid twitched forward 
automatically when the chains went slack and Caleb collapsed heavily to the ground, though 
Zeenoth kept her in place. 


“Do not mark him, but you may have him, Expositor Mako.” Zeenoth said icily, hand moving 
to Astrid s collar. He hooked his fingers through the metal loop, twisting and pulling up. She 
choked at the sudden motion, scrambling to try and stand. Zeenoth did not allow it, kicking 
her legs from under her. A haze of fear clouded her vision, the world narrowing down to the 
pain at her throat, the tightness in her lungs. Darkness was hedging in around her vision 
before Zeenoth allowed her to stand and breathe, Astrid taking gulps of air as quietly as 
possible. 


She wished he’d choked her unconscious when she looked up to see what he was allowing the 
Alpha to do to Caleb. The man had a hand tightly at the back of Caleb's neck, the Omega 
face down on the floor. The Alpha held the chains around Caleb ’s wrists, keeping the Omega 
from preventing his face and chest from scraping against the floor as the Alpha roughly 
fucked him. 


Astrid tried to look away, but Zeenoth’s other hand grabbed her chin, forcing her to watch. 
“This is your disobedience, bitch. Defy me again.”’ 


Astrid shook her head, fresh tears on her cheeks now. There was no correct answer for that 
order. And it had been an order. The easiest defiance, the safest, was indicating a refusal. 
‘No’ was a defiance. 

Zeenoth ’s lip curled cruelly, the Beta not looking at the Alpha using Caleb as he spoke 
another order. “Make him scream.” 


The Alpha laughed as he jerked Caleb upright, chains looping around the Omega ss chest 
before he reached down to where he- 


Astrid choked on a sob as Caleb screamed, jerking in the man’s grip as he tried to get away. 
“Bitte, bitte, bitte!” It only spurred the Alpha on, both hands coming around to grip Caleb’s 
hips with bruising strength. After a few violent thrusts, Caleb crying out at each painful 
motion, the Alpha shoved Caleb’s head back down to the ground. His movements became 
hurried, erratic, fingers pressing into the bloodied gashes on Caleb’s back to make him 
scream louder. He stilled with a sudden snarl, Caleb letting out a low whine of fear, which 
turned into another pained cry as the Alpha withdrew with no consideration to the knot 
formed. 


Zeenoth shoved Astrid to the ground, stepping over to Caleb with a calm control. He lowered 
himself down, squatting to grab Caleb’ bloodied red hair and pulling the Omega's head up 
so he could see him clearly. 


“You will obey or I will do this again. And again. And again.” Zeenoth promised, voice 
sounding further away as Caleb struggled to stay conscious. He couldn t hold up his head as 


Zeenoth released him, the world spinning and going dark as he heard Zeenoth call Astrid s 
name. 


Caleb woke screaming, struggling on instinct against the hands on him, holding him against a 
hard body and an equally hard erection. 


“NO! Please stop, please don’t, please!” Caleb begged, the scent of Alpha surrounding him, 
the tinges of lust/desire/want far too clear and it made his stomach roll with a terrified dread. 
He couldn’t- he couldn’t, not again, not so soon- 


“I’m sorry, fuck, sorry, I’m not- shit, it’s not what it- I wasn’t trying to-“ 


Molly’s frantic apologies were cut off with a dull thud, Caleb suddenly alone on the bed. He 
sat up and scooted to put his back to the wall, heart still hammering in his chest as he tried to 
reconcile where he actually was to what his nightmare had led him to believe. 


Molly was on the floor, had moved back almost across the room, and he looked absolutely 
mortified. The scent of Alpha desire was coming from the Tiefling, muted now by the 
overwhelming guilt. Molly was covering himself with his hands, face a deep violent as he 
looked away in shame. 


“...Molly?” Caleb questioned, too shaken to take chances. Molly wouldn’t use him, he knew 
the Alpha wouldn’t, had seen that proven, but... Caleb couldn’t stop from asking, even 
though he felt pathetically fragile for needing to ask. 


“Yes, gods, yes, it’s me. I’m sorry, I would never...” 


Caleb closed his eyes, unhearing of anything else as relief drained all the strength from his 
bones. Just a dream. A memory that had little bearing on reality. 


It was pathetic of him, but Caleb wanted... wanted to be held. For Molly to be gentle, to 
promise he would not hurt him and then follow through on that promise. He slid from the cot 
to the floor, untrusting of the wobbly muscles in his legs to attempt walking. Molly’s eyes 
went wide, head shaking quickly when Caleb began crawling toward him. 


“Nono, no, you don’t have to- I’m not- I don’t expect you to...to do anything about, uh... 
this...” Molly floundered, drawing his leg to hide himself as he held up his hands in a 
peaceful gesture. 


Caleb stopped, sitting back and picking at his sleeves uncertainly. Right, he should... 
probably ask if Molly even wanted him near. It had been made abundantly clear that Molly 
may, at times, physically desire his body (not that he acted on it), but he didn’t want Caleb. 


“T...understand, ah, and I- I do not want s-sex, but... may I sit with you?” Caleb requested, 
face flushing in embarrassment. 


“No, I mean, yes, you can, but- fuck, I swear I wasn’t trying to come onto you!” Molly said 
vehemently, face flushing somehow darker. “I was just- see, it was this dream, and- but I 


promise | would never touch you like that. I won’t hurt you, I swear.” 


“T... [ know.” Caleb assured softly, moving the last bit of distance to sit beside the Alpha. It 
was comforting, despite the last remnants of fear, to hear a promise of safety again. He would 
never tire of it, of having that said and the promise kept. “I was... dreaming as well. I... did 
not fully realize where I was. But I... I know you would not.” 


“T take it yours was not as nice as mine?” Molly laughed awkwardly, the humor falling 
completely flat. 


Caleb was quiet for a long time, long enough Molly thought perhaps he’d made a mistake 
trying to lighten the mood. Gods, he knew better than to joke like that. The last thing he 
wanted after scaring the mage like that was to make him feel bad about it. 


“Did Fjord mean what he said?” Caleb asked suddenly, voice whisper quiet. 
“Hm?” Molly hummed, brow furrowing in confusion. 


“About... making them regret it. The people who...” Caleb trailed off as he looked away, 
tension filling him. 


“Wholeheartedly.” Molly stated. “And I’m in too.” 


Molly waited, speaking softly when Caleb remained quiet. ““Was that what you were 
dreaming about?” 


“Yes...” Caleb answered eventually, fingers twisting into the fabric of his shirt. “And no. It 
was... during the war, near its end. I... had been given to Starosta Ikry at Bladegarden. 
Incentive for him to... report to Zeenoth.” 


Molly held his breath as Caleb leaned against him, feeling like his heart was about to beat 
right out of his chest. He wasn’t sure what had brought on this sudden moment of trust, but 
he was awed by it all the same. It was a precious gift, one that was probably going to hurt like 
hell because it started off with Caleb being given away, but Molly was going to hear it out to 
the end no matter what. 

“My time with him was... unpleasant, but once- once he brought me back for retraining. 
He... said I was disobedient.” Caleb said, flashing Molly a worried look as he hurried on, as 
if worried Molly might agree. “But I tried, I promise, I tried to be good-“ 


Molly tried for a soothing purr, though honestly it came out more of a growl. Caleb ducked 
his head a little but didn’t flinch away when Molly put an arm over his shoulder. “I’m sure 
you were perfect and he was just a dick who wanted to hurt you.” 


“There was...a monk, Mako, and he was... It was him and Zeenoth. In my dream.” Caleb 
said, leaning a little more into Molly. “And... Astrid. They made her watch. Sometimes- 
sometimes it is the other way round. I’m... not sure which is worse.” 


The Omega’s tone made it clear that he was done, and Molly would sooner never speak again 
than to press the mage. Astrid was clearly important to Caleb, which drove Molly absolutely 


mad with curiosity. Who, how, when, where... gods he wanted to ask so much. 


Clearly, this was not the time, so he only leaned more firmly against Caleb. If he ever got his 
hands on either of those fuckers... “That sounds horrible. I’m sorry that happened to you. 
Both of you.” 


Caleb said nothing in return, though tucked close into Molly’s side, turning his head to take a 
deep breath of Molly's scent. The two of them sat together in silence, the only sound the 
creak of the boat as it rocked on the waves and the occasional sound of thunder. Caleb leaned 
heavier into the Tiefling, eyes blinking slower and slower until Molly was certain the wizard 
was about to fall asleep. 


“Come on.” Molly urged gently. “Back to bed, you obviously need more rest.” 


“Stay with me?” Caleb requested sleepily, standing as Molly helped him up. “TI, ah, I don’t 
mind if you... you know... ah, I know you would not- and, even if... so... long as it did not 
hurt-“ 


“Not gonna happen, Caleb, okay?” Molly interrupted, completely unprepared for how to deal 
with Caleb basically telling him it was okay to... gods, use him... so long as it didn’t hurt. 
That was such a fucking low bar and it... Caleb lived with that. Still. Some part of the Omega 
worried about them doing that, just... he didn’t think they’d make it hurt. 


Molly let Caleb set the stage, so to speak. The mage didn’t seem to be trying to anticipate any 
desires from him, so Molly hoped that whatever Caleb did was done because he was okay 
with it. Caleb, clever thing he was, caught on quickly. His voice shook, but he requested that 
Molly lay down with him, looking surprised when the Alpha obeyed. He even curled up into 
Molly's arms, despite how Molly would have thought that, given how he’d woken earlier, the 
Omega would want more distance between them. 


Molly was pretty sure he was messing things up even now, because Caleb was curled into 
him but was tense and was starting to smell a little bit afraid. 


“Would you... be angry if- if I asked... could you... ah, if you- you want, maybe... ah, 
purr?” Caleb asked haltingly. His voice was muffled where he hid his face in Molly’s chest, a 
fine tremor beginning to run through him. 


Molly would, of course, give Caleb the damned moon if the Omega asked for it. He’d purr 
until his voice was hoarse if that’s what Caleb wanted. He answered by doing exactly that, 
rubbing his cheek against the top of Caleb’s head out of delight. Caleb liked the sound of his 
purr, had asked for it, and it was... enough that Molly wasn’t sure he could not be purring at 
this point. 


It made it easy to push away the anger and frustration at what Caleb had gone through. The 
mage’s breath was already evening out into sleep again, Molly holding him close and 
following suit. 
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Dangerous Waters 
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Mollymauk woke what felt like twenty minutes later in a very foul mood. 


First, Fjord was still gone. Which was fine, he supposed. Even if it would have really helped 
to have had him around earlier when he’d accidentally scared the living hell out of Caleb. It 
had ended alright, Caleb going back to sleep unafraid, but still. 


Second, what woke him was the ship feeling as if it were flipping completely upside down, 
which threw him and said wizard off the cot and onto the floor. 


Thirdly, he landed on top of Caleb, the Omega yelping in pain and cowering away from him 
with a whimpered apology. Not that there was anywhere to go, the ship was rocking so 
violently that Molly was having a hard time getting up off of Caleb. 


At least Caleb was quick to realize where he was, or at least his fear didn’t last as long this 
time. After a few breaths with arms covering his head, the mage soon relaxed and even 
moved to help Molly have enough stability that the Tiefling could get to his feet. 


“You’re not allowed to get washed overboard.” Molly growled, only half teasing as he hauled 
Caleb up from the floor. Not that Molly was the steadiest on his feet right now. He had to use 
Caleb’s shoulder to keep his balance, letting the mage do the same in return. 


“That is my preference as well.” Caleb replied, lurching as the ship made another hard toss. 


They both stumbled, Molly cursing as he all but pinned Caleb against the wall. Gods, he 
could not catch a break. At least Caleb only flinched at the initial sound of them hitting the 
wall, but Molly didn’t think the sensation or position were likely pleasant for the Omega. 


“This is the last time I book a cruise on this ship.” Molly growled, lurching unsteadily for the 
door and using that for support instead. “Come on, we should probably be up top if this thing 
goes under.” 


The two of them headed up to the deck, nearly getting washed back down the steps of the 
main hold as a swath of water crashed over the side of the ship just as they were ascending 
the stairs. The rain and the wind were loud, almost aggressively so, with cracks of thunder 
and flashes of lightening mixed in frequently. 


Caleb wasn’t exceptionally worried about himself. Yes, the possibility of being swept off the 
ship was a real threat. All it would take was a large wave, the ship rocking just right, the 
wrong footing and one could easily find themselves in the water. Knowing how to polymorph 
made that less terrifying. He worried after Veth, in all honesty. This had to be a nightmare for 
her. 


He and Molly were quickly soaked to the bone, the Tiefling very soon being swept up by two 
other sailors to help in securing one of the sails that had fallen open during the storm. 
Looking up, Caleb guessed that likely the reason for the harsh motions of the ship. He knew 
little enough still a bout sailing (for all Fjord had been most generous in teaching him), but it 
was easy to see the winds were too strongly erratic for the sails to be down. 


Caleb spotted Yasha and Jester doing much the same, assisting in securing items on the ship. 
After a few moments, he found Beau well above deck on one of the masts. She had a rope 
twirled about one arm and seemed to be shouting down at someone below her. Caduceus and 
Veth were nowhere to be seen and Caleb hoped sincerely they were both safe. 


Caleb wasn’t idle for long. He’d only just found Fjord up near the wheel shouting orders to 
those nearby when a hand grabbed his arm. A tanned elf, red hair blown wild in the wind, 
leaned close to shout over the storm. “We need help securing the port side! Come on!” 


Even knowing it was due to the storm, Caleb did not react well to being yelled at. The sudden 
grip on his arm didn’t help, nor the fact that she did not give him chance to reply. Whether 
agreement or not, she was dragging him to where she wanted him. Caleb didn’t have long to 
work up a panic, the elf turning around to shout instructions at him, pointing out the things he 
needed to secure or loose, before promptly leaving him so she could contain some other 
emergency. 


Caleb set to work, the unease and worry of that interaction draining mostly due to the 
difficulty of the task before him. The ship moved violently, water crashing over the sides and 
threatening to push him over or break the ropes he was trying to secure. 


It felt like hours, exhausting ones, in which the crew was scrambling to keep the ship together 
through the storm. There weren’t enough of them, not really, but they made do. It was 
roughly midnight when the winds began to abate, the waves throwing less water upon the 
deck. The tanned elf was back with him again, full of compliments and the good cheer of 
someone who survived something difficult. 


It didn’t last long. 
"What is that?" 


The tone high pitched in panic, cutting through the remaining wind and rain. It was enough to 
turn Caleb's head, and he followed the elf's line of sight up to a figure that was crawling its 
way over the railing on the top deck. 


The thing pointed at them and it was the feeling in the air more than anything that made 
Caleb act. Magic, ancient and old and powerful. He couldn't hear the words, but he could all 
but feel the working. 

Caleb darted forward, stumbling the short distance across the still rolling deck, falling into 
the sailor and knocking them both prone to the ship. A streak of brackish green flashed by 
over them, scattering against the deck and burning a large hole in the soaked wood. 


Caleb kept moving, surprised at how easy it was to drag this woman along to cover under the 
stairway. She was sputtering and stammering questions, but wasn't fighting being 


manhandled by an Omega. Odd, but not something Caleb had time to worry about. If these 
things were using magic such as this, his pack probably would need help. And magic was 
what he did, it was all he knew he did well. 

The sailor reached out to snag Caleb's wrist as he made to leave, hissing out a sharp question. 
"What do you think you’re doing??" 


Ah, there it was. Shock was probably why she hadn't immediately protested and likely she 
would complain to his Alpha's later. Caleb glanced back at her, dropping down to speak over 
a roll of thunder and the shouts of a fight beginning above them. "Have me punished later if 
you wish, but stay here. Stay quiet. And let me go." 


Caleb extracted himself from her grip easily enough, turning his back on the open-mouthed 
stare he was receiving. Yes, that would definitely come back to bite him later when his 
Alpha's learned of the disrespect. Maybe. Perhaps not actually, but Caleb wasn't prepared to 
put a lot of thought or hope into resisting ingrained expectations. There were more immediate 
problems bearing down on him right now. 


Whatever had cast that spell wasn’t the only thing making its way onto the ship. 


There were multiple creatures climbing their way up over the sides of the ship. They were all 
vaguely humanoid, though they were mutated and deformed with barnacles and (in some 
cases) limbs of various sea creatures. Caleb found himself faced with one that was more 
lobster than man. It had large hulking claws instead of hands, the skin looked hard like shell 
rather than flesh, and (most horrifying) it’s mouth dropped open too wide as it shrieked at 
him before darting forward. 


Caleb didn’t have time for this one. He was useless fighting close combat and he had no 
weapons anyway. He was more concerned about the one using magic. He threw out a hand, 
shouting his spell over the still howling winds, bracing himself as the creature lunged at him. 
A soft thud hit his chest as the large crab like man suddenly shifted and twisted into a much 
smaller, much safer, bright yellow octopus. 


Just to be sure that it wouldn’t become an immediate problem if he dropped the spell, Caleb 
picked it up and threw it off the side of the ship. He had to grab the rail as the ship lurched 
again in the heavy waves. Shouts were cropping up from the rest of the men working, 
clashing of metal an indicator they were defending themselves against the invading things. 
Caleb’s focus was on finding the spellcaster, the mage steadily making his way to the central 
deck as he did. 


An icy hand of panic filled his chest when he found the thing. It was approaching Fjord, the 
warlock locked in combat with a different monster. Caleb hurried to find the wire in his bag, 
gripping it tightly and rushing to send the spell. 


“Behind you!” 


Fjord startled, but turned to face the enemy spellcaster. The thing was casting another spell, 
Fjord too slow to avoid it completely. Tendrils of blackish green snaked out, cutting into 
Fjord and the creature he’d fought. Caleb ran forward as Fjord dropped out of view, hoping 
the Alpha was just out of sight and not down or fallen overboard. If he could get close 


enough, he could mitigate that thing’s magic. 
Getting past the heart of the battle was going to be a challenge. 


On the main deck there were sailors and creatures fighting in haphazard combat. Yasha was 
in the center, shouting with rage as she swung her blade to cleave a creature in two. Beau 
fought close by her side, having apparently dropped down from the rigging. 


It was Jester who Caleb searched for currently, finding the cleric mostly thanks to a bright 
pink lollypop that suddenly appeared and lit the area as it knocked a fish like monster back 
off the side of the ship. 


Strangely, when he made his way to her, there were two blue Tieflings. Both harried an 
enemy, though the thing’s claws slid right through the one it attacked. The real Jester hacked 
into it with her axe, Caleb lending a hand by throwing bolts of fire to bring it down. 


Caleb skid to a stop beside Jester, leaning to shout over the waves and storm as he pointed 
above them. “Fjord needs help!” 


Jester nodded and Caleb took that as agreement enough as he folded an arcane weave around 
them, a short silence enveloping them as he brought himself and Jester up to where Fjord had 
been. 


Both of them split apart as they materialized, yelping as a warped blade sliced down between 
them. Jester shouted a word, a loud bell sounding as the green skinned creature fell back with 
a pained screech clutching its head. Fjord was rolling to his feet not too far away, cutting his 
blade toward what looked like a sea-rotted corpse lumbering next to him. The thing went 
down with a squelching noise, Caleb backing away from the melee of combat as he focused 
on the enemy mage. 


Gaining the thing’s attention wasn’t too difficult, the sunken hollow eyes turning onto Caleb 
the moment the mage caused a spell to dissolve. Broken and rotten teeth were borne at him, 
but Caleb couldn’t find it in himself to care. Jester and Fjord were quickly finishing off the 
creatures they faced, and the three of them together were more than a match for whatever the 
hell this thing was. 


The empty eyes burned orange for a moment, the jaw hanging open loosely as it spoke in a 
guttural tone, words that none of them understood at all. 


The light went out, the wind and the waves dying unnaturally quick into stillness. The vacant 
body then slumped, toppling backward over the side and into the ocean. 


Silence permeated the ship and, when Caleb stepped over to look out on the deck, he saw that 
the attacking creatures had either been killed or dropped limp where they had stood. He 
found Yasha and Beau again, both looking relatively unharmed. Orly seemed a little wobbly 
on his feet, but Marius was next to him helping. 


Caleb retrieved a copper wire from his pocket as Jester healed Fjord, brow furrowing as he 
concentrated on Veth as he cast the spell. “Veth, the fighting and storm have ended. Are you 
safe? Is Caduceus with you?” 


“Yes, and yes. Is anyone hurt? Do they need Caduceus?” 


The insistent worry eased at the quick reply, Caleb recasting the spell. “Another healer would 
not go amiss, but I believe everyone 1s okay.” 


He got a short ‘okay’ as an answer, Caleb letting out a slow sigh. He jumped as Fjord’s voice 
started him, the Omega cringing on reflex as he realized he’d forgotten the Alpha was even 
there. 

“Are they alright?” 


Caleb nodded, holding still as Jester stepped closer to look him over. He didn’t have any 
injuries, but he wasn’t about to complain about the gentle touches. “Yes, I think she is 
sending Caduceus up to help.” 


“Good.” Fjord sighed, eyes closing briefly. “That’s-“ 


“FJORD!” Molly shouted out, thundering up the stairs in a quick sprint. “Oh, thank gods, 
you’re alive. I saw you go down, then Caleb and Jes vanished, and there was this giant crab, 
and I’m pretty sure the Tabaxi want to eat them...” 


Molly rambled as he strode over to Fjord, fingers roving across every inch of the Alpha as he 
made sure his mate was in one piece. Caleb was surprised at the light curl of envy in his 
stomach, a desire for the same attention to be turned his way. 


“Pretty short-lived attack.” 


Caleb jumped again, crashing into Jester this time as Beauregard joined the conversation. The 
monk had scaled the wall of the boat, forgoing the stairs completely to join them quickly. 


“They made quite the mess too.” Molly complained, nose wrinkling at the dead monstrosities 
nearby. “It’s going to take hours to clean up.” 


“T should check in with Orly, get a crew to do the rounds, make sure the ship isn’t damaged.” 
Fjord stated, linking his fingers with Molly’s to keep the Tiefling from continuing his 
thorough check for injuries. “I’m fine, Molly.” 


Fjord sighed at the expression on Molly’s face, but it was a fond sound. “Come on then.” 


The five of them split off as the sky began to lighten, a thick fog rolling in as the late night 
began to turn to early morning. 


Jester and Beau worked together to throw the monster bodies overboard. Caduceus and a 
handful of the crew got into a discussion and debate as to whether it was safe or not to eat the 
crab creatures that had crawled onto the ship and attacked. Fjord worked with Orly to 
reorganize and take stock of what damage and losses had been maintained. Caleb, much to 
his surprise, found himself receiving an apology from the sailor who had shouted at him. 


Everyone worked over the next few hours as the fog thickened, the sun making no headway 
in burning it off. It was worrying, but there was nothing any of them could do about it. There 


was no wind, no sound other than the waves against the ship, and they could only sit and wait 
it out. 


The sun was well above the horizon when Fjord came to find Caleb, joining the mage at the 
side of the ship looking out into the blank expanse of white. “Can you tell if it’s magic?” 


Caleb shook his head, having expected the question. “Not for certain.” 
Fjord sighed, leaning against the rail with his hands clasp together. 


Caleb felt a pang of discomfort, brow furrowing as he saw the unease and worry in the 
Alpha. He didn’t fear that it would be turned on him, but he... didn’t like seeing it all the 
same. He looked back out toward the fog, bracing himself and sliding just a little closer to the 
Alpha so their shoulders touched. 


“T am sorry. I know little of other magics beyond the arcane. I do not know if this is druidic 
or divine. And the source is too distant for me to sense.” Caleb spoke with a hint of anxiety, 
though his wariness soon faded when Fjord only leaned into him. 


“Thanks Caleb.” Fjord hummed, glancing up at him. He tilted his head after a moment, 
tugging lightly at the hem of Caleb’s still wet shirt. “Why don’t you go get some rest? 
Whatever is coming, we can’t do much but wait.” 


“Perhaps it is nothing.” Caleb offered, for all that he didn’t believe it himself. 


Fjord smiled, drawing Caleb in close and scenting him gently. “Rest while you can. You’ve 
earned it.” 


Fjord savored the few moments Caleb stood close to him, breathing in the Omega’s scent. He 
didn’t want to tell the mage just how worried he truly was. How he wished to ask the mage 
teleport him and the pack away. Fjord let his hand slide softly across the wizard’s cheek as 
Caleb backed away, watching as he turned at vanished into the fog. 


They would deal with it, whatever was out there. Neither he, nor the rest of the Nien, felt 
good about even considering leaving this crew behind in obvious danger. So, they didn’t. 
Fjord would never even suggest it to Caleb. The wizard was so... thoughtful, so... Caleb had 
worried about the crew back on the island, he wouldn’t want to leave them in this alone 
either. And much as Fjord wished to keep his family safe, keep Caleb safe, that wasn’t an 
order he could give. 


Fjord grimaced, looking back off the side of the ship as he strained to see something, 
anything, that might give them a clue to what was coming next. 
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Belly of the Beast 


Molly groaned. Everything hurt. Every muscle ached, not to mention the cuts and bruises 
from whatever the hell those things had been. 


Initially he had come down here for a break. Just a few minutes to chill, change into 
something not soaked with saltwater and guts... but now... He looked longingly at his bed, 
crossing his arms as his tail flicked behind him. Really, it would be irresponsible to just go to 
sleep. There were things to fix, sails to mend, and a million other things to do so the ship 
could make it back to shore after the debacle of last night. 


And there was the issue of whatever the hell was on the other side of this fog, and Molly 
didn’t want that to catch him sleeping. 


He turned to look back over his shoulder as the door opened, smiling to see Caleb peeking in. 
“Fjord send you to check on me?” 


Caleb huffed a little, something Molly immediately decided was a laugh, and shook his head. 
The mage pushed the door open as he responded, stepping forward into the room. “Nein, ah, 
no. I was just, ah...” 


“Ah, you were checking on me.” Molly teased, shifting closer and carefully reaching out to 
tug at the wizard’s still soaked clothes. “Or maybe you’re like me and realize it’s miserable 
working in wet clothes. Honestly, I don’t know how sailors do it.” 


“Practice.” Caleb replied softly, a little uncertainty in the tone. 


Molly took the hint and backed off, distracting himself by dropping his swords on the bed 
and shucking off his coat. He hung it off the side of the bed, thinking nothing of it as he drew 
his shirt over his head and did the same. At least not until he heard the uneasy breath from the 
Omega, glancing over and realizing this probably wasn’t a grand idea. Caleb had looked 
away but hadn’t moved despite the very sudden tension through his whole body. 


Self-consciousness was a new feeling for Molly, but he was pretty sure that’s what he was 
experiencing right now. He flushed a deep violet, scrambling to find the spare shirt he’d 
planned on putting on. “Sorry, I- shit, | wasn’t thinking.” 


Molly was dressed again quickly, though Caleb still wasn’t looking at him. “Hey, it’s okay, 
alright? I don’t expect anything, I promise.” 


Caleb nodded, finally looking up and relaxing as his blue eyes skimmed over Molly. “Ja, s- 
sorry, I...” 


“Tt’s fine, I should have waited, or asked, or something.” Molly said quickly. 


“T should... ah, go change too.” Caleb said, looking down as his cheeks pinked. “Fjord 
suggested I rest.” 


Molly nodded emphatically, glad for the change of subject (for all it did nothing to help the 
awkwardness). “Yeah, that’s a great idea, you deserve it. If you want, I'll walk you to your 
room? If that’s okay? You don’t have to.” 


Molly was beyond relieved when Caleb smiled and nodded, thanking the Moonweaver that 
he hadn’t scared him too badly. Maybe not even at all if he were lucky. Thought, Molly 
wasn’t quite so hopeful as to think it had just been a feeling of surprise that had made Caleb 
go pale and shiver. 


He led the way out of his room, paying too much attention to Caleb than to where he was 
going, and ran into someone as a result. He cursed, fumbling with an apology as he 
automatically moved forward to try and keep the other person from falling. 


Molly was too slow to realize that he didn’t recognize them, the thought only clicking to his 
mind after there was a blade burying itself into his side. The man was shit at aiming, likely 
hadn’t expected anyone to come out of any rooms, else Molly would likely be bleeding from 
a much more serious wound to the gut. 


Molly angled himself to block Caleb as he stepped back, snarling in Infernal fury. Flames 
erupted in a flash of black fire into the pirate’s face, blinding him long enough for Molly to 
dive back into the room to claim his blades. He looked up once he had them, panic flashing 
through him to see Caleb still standing in the hallway. The mage had a hard look on his face, 
one hand lifting as a ball of energy formed in his palm. He backed out of Molly’s line of 
sight, white light streaking across the now empty frame a moment later as whatever spell 
he’d cast flew towards its target. 


Cursing, Molly slid out low in between the flashing of arcane energy, taking advantage of the 
enemy’s distraction to cut up into him with a now flaming blade. Molly was exceptionally 
pleased (and impressed) that Caleb’s spell went around him to still hit the bastard. Between 
Caleb’s magic and Molly’s blade, the man went down mere seconds later. Molly growled as 
he withdrew his scimitar for the pirate’s gut, eyes narrowing at the Revelry tattoo on the 
inside of the wrist. “Caleb are you-“ 


“T am fine.” Caleb answered quickly, stepping up beside him. “But if the ship is under 
attack-“ 


“Come on.” Molly urged, turning to run. Caleb was right on his heels, the two of them 
making it quickly to the top deck. It was absolute chaos once again. Really, Molly was 
getting tired of coming up from below to this. The thick fog remained, shrouding the 
combatants they could hear but not quite see. 


Molly lifted his blade, barely blocking an oncoming attack of a pirate lunging at him out of 
the fog. He backed away, trying to keep Caleb in sight while fending off his opponent. 
Flames scattered across the pirate’s back, the man screaming and arching long enough for 
Molly to finish him off. 


Caleb moved up next to him again, Molly quickly checking the mage for any injuries. “We 
need to find the others, we-“ 


The crack of wood on wood cut off Molly’s words, the ship lurching violently enough they 
nearly fell to their knees. The fog began to burn away, either the sun or some magic finally 
letting up, Molly had no idea which. All he did know was it was quickly revealing the enemy 
ship that had come right alongside theirs, close enough to have scraped the side of the 
Southern Squall. Planks were being thrown down, the two ships lashed together as a wave of 
shouting Revelry boarded the boat. 
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This was going south in a bad way. 


The Southern Squall didn’t have the manpower to stave off an attack. It didn’t stop them 
from trying, but they were outnumbered three to one at least and the pirates had the upper 
hand of probably not having had to work through the night thanks to a monster attack. The 
best they could have done was outrun the other ship, but the fog had made that impossible 
from the start. 


As soon as the other ship had latched onto theirs, Beauregard knew they had lost. 


Yasha was already being overrun, bleeding heavily and backed into a corner with Molly. The 
Tiefling was all charm and smiles as he lowered his weapon, likely trying to make sure they 
would be taken alive. Caduceus was already being bound, along with a good dozen other 
sailors. Which was most of their crew, actually. Veth was giving it her all, but she would be 
out of ammo soon, and Fjord was dismissing his blade in surrender to the five pirates around 
him. 


Caleb knew this was a loss too. He’d backed away from the meat of the fighting, throwing 
spells and keeping from getting stabbed as best he could. Not altogether successfully, he was 
bleeding in multiple places, but he was still standing. Despite still fighting, she knew Caleb 
had given the fight up as lost. Beauregard had watched not three seconds ago as he’d thrown 
a hand toward Marius and Orly, the two of them and about six other crewmen around them 
vanishing it a shimmer of arcane light. 


All that waited them was death or capture, and probably torture and death after that. 


Like hell she was going to sit and watch whatever a bunch of pirates would want to do to an 

Omega. Caleb could have left, could have teleported himself away with the crew he’d saved, 
but Caleb had stayed. It was a loyalty Beau wasn’t sure they deserved, or at least she sure as 

hell didn’t deserve it. Yet there he stood, breathing hard in a short moment of respite. 


Beau darted toward the mage, vaulting over a scarred Revelry pirate as the man went down to 
a crossbow bolt to the eye. She grabbed Caleb, dragging him to the side of the ship. Hands on 
his collar, Beau spun him around, pulling him close as she barked out a question over the 
slowing clash of swords and shouts around them. "Can you still change your shape?" 


"Y-yes-" 


Beau didn't even let Caleb finish, simply nodded sharply. "Then change into something that 
swims." 


With no other warning, she twisted around and threw him from the ship. 


Beau was seized with regret the moment her hands left him, praying with all she had left that 
she hadn't just killed him. His expression had been shocked, but not betrayed. No surprise 
there, can’t feel betrayal when you don’t trust someone. She worried though, forcing back the 
fear as she watched his body hit the water and go under. There hadn't been any better option. 
Captured, Molly and Fjord would get themselves killed trying to protect the mage. Hell... all 
of them would. He was a weak point, far too good a leverage. 


Beauregard growled at the last thought, it tasted far too much like Zeenoth’s voice in her 
mind. Caleb would be fine, he had to be. He could do magic, he'd survive. He was smart, he 
could find some way to get them out. 


Or he'd just run 


That thought was her own pessimism, which she knew it wasn't true. He’d had his chance and 
Caleb had stayed. Maybe it was just because of Astrid, or maybe he gave a damned about the 
pack. But he’d stayed. That little voice in her head could go straight to hell. 


A blade kissed her throat, the rough accent of a dwarf speaking. "Fights over lassie. 
Surrender and maybe ya get to live." 


Beau glanced down at him, pointedly lifting her hands in surrender. She had no weapons, her 
staff still down in her room. And she was probably never gonna see it again, which sucked. 
The dwarf prodded her along, ushering her across the deck and toward the plank connecting 
the two ships. 


She didn't know where they had taken the others, the deck busy with pirates and tied up 
members of the Southern Squall. Beau's captor brought her to another dwarf, this one either 
the captain or first mate. He was in charge, that’s all she knew for certain. 


"Bungel, what have you brought me. Dump her with the other prisoners and have done." The 
man growled, sparing them a glance. 


"Thought she might be of interest. Bitch took the time to throw one of her own overboard 
during the fight. Seems like our kind of gumption." 


The man snorted, turning to look her over. "Traitor then. We've no need of that." 


"More of a personal vendetta." Beau offered, quick to seize the opportunity presented. If they 
wanted to view what she'd done as killing an enemy rather than saving a friend, she wasn't 
going to correct them. 


While Beau didn't consider herself great at under cover, she had a few personas to adopt. 
What had gotten her in with the Nein initially had been that of a sell sword. A simple merc 
looking for gold and an escape from a past. It had been true enough at the time that it had 
been an easy role to play. She could be that person again. Could play the part until her family 
was safe. 


If he were ever given the option, Caleb would gladly live the rest of his life and never set foot 
on a ship again. 


As much of a shock as being thrown off had been, he did recognize it as a mercy. After 
hitting the water, he had chosen to transform into an octopus, seeking to climb aboard the 
pirate ship and squirrel himself away. 


He had done that, certainly. 


Whatever small hold this was had about a foot of water, was small, dark, and smelled like 
shit. He very purposefully did not put a name to where he knew he was but tried to look on 
the bright side. Absolutely no one would search for him here. 


Not that he could stay. He needed to find the pack, get them out of here. He wanted none of 
them to suffer and die, or be sold, or any number of things that might await them. You can do 
this. One step at a time. Caleb told himself, stripping off his ruined coat. It was heavy with 
water and (now) filth. He lamented the loss, but he needed to be quick and quiet. He would 
acquire another later. Right now, he needed to get out of this piss bucket before someone 
came and used it. 


He grimaced, annoyed with himself at having named it. Gods, it smelled horrendous. 


There were, unsurprisingly, no exits. Of course not. Not that he was without options, they just 
weren't very good ones. He summoned a glowing light, looking around in disgust at the hole 
he was in. It wasn't too deep, but he knew that. The floor above was probably only three feet 
above. Giving maybe a six-foot ceiling on that, the toilet itself likely only four by four in size 
if he considered the Southern Squall. 


Caleb doused the light, closing his eyes and bracing himself as he cast the dimension door. 
His calculations proved correct as his spell dropped him in open space instead of within a 
wall. The stench lightened immensely, though the air was still stuffy and foul. Best of all, 
however, was the damned door out of here. 


He was beginning to lag on arcane ability, but he threw on a quick invisibility spell. 
Step two, find somewhere to hide. 


He no longer had the energy to teleport the pack out. Unfortunately, that meant keeping out 
of sight until he had a chance to rest and recover. Just as unfortunate, it left the pack at the 
mercy of the pirates. He couldn't think about that, couldn't consider exactly, in painful detail, 
what they might be going through. 


He hadn't thought it would hurt just as much as watching Astrid suffer. 
They would survive, were all much stronger than him and he still lived. 


Caleb passed a few pirates while looking for an out of the way space. No surprise the toilet 
was near crew quarters, which was the opposite of where he wanted to be. He managed to 


keep from running into anyone in the tight quarters, winding his way around damp supplies 
and dented crates, clothing and weapons strewn about. It was... disgusting in a completely 
different way. 


Caleb's nerves were stretched thin by the time he found his way to the section of the ship 
dedicated to more held supplies and cargo than anything else. 


He found one that was not empty, but not overly full either. And full of dust and filthy 
mildew that spoke of disuse. 


He would worry of his health staying here too long, but it would do for the time being. 
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Molly paced in front of the metal bars like a caged beast, growling and furious. He wanted to 
know where Caleb was. 


The mage was alive, Fjord had assured them of that. Beau and Veth too because they were 
missing as well. Fjord had said he would know if any of them had died, would have felt that 
through the bond. All the warlock did know was Beau was fine, Veth was fine, and Caleb was 
terrified but alive. Molly had tried not to pester Fjord asking, especially after the first round 
of the pirates taking them one by one and questioning them. 


They of course, immediately got the orb, which (from what Fjord said when he was brought 
back) had been their main goal. Apparently, that’s what had let them track their ship. Some 
fucking evil homing beacon of some sort. Trust Zeenoth to send them on a suicide mission. 


Fjord was absent the most, was the only one to have met the captain. It had, apparently, been 
a civil conversation. Or, mostly, because after that one talk she’d just let her crew do 
whatever the hell they pleased with their captives. 


This generally amounted to the Nein and the crew mostly just used as entertainment so far as 
Molly could tell. The pirates definitely thinned out the amount of people stuffed inside their 
brig. Those who were brought back usually looked like hell, Molly experiencing that for 
himself, and absolutely no one got much sleep. 


Jester and Caduceus kept everyone that came back alive, Yasha beat the shit out of one pirate 
who tried to touch Jester, was nearly cut to ribbons as a result, and generally everyone was 
having a really bad time of it. It was probably around two in the morning before they got any 
sort of break. Two pirates came in and grabbed Fjord out of the cell again, leaving their 
prisoners alone for once. 


Molly growled lowly, leaning his head against the bars and resigning himself to waiting. For 
what, he had no idea, but that was about all he could do. He could only wait and hope to hell 
that Beau or Veth or Caleb were alright and coming up with some kind of plan. 
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Caleb felt guilty for taking the time to rest, no matter how necessary it had been. His sleep 
was broken, haunted by dreams of torments he’d gone through in the past, but applied to the 
Nein. The very real threat and fear of being discovered didn't help with that at all. 


He woke with a sense of dread, fear that he had waited too long and the pack would be dead. 
It made his heart beat too fast, almost made him careless enough to hurry and find them 
without taking any precautions. But Caleb paused, took a slow breath, and considered his 
options. 


If the ship was laid out the same as theirs had been, the holding area for prisoners should be 
on the other side of the ship a deck or two lower. It was early, hopefully meaning that the 
pirates would be sleeping. He’d heard their celebrating, so they should be sleeping it off right 
now. He cast his invisibility spell on himself, creeping slowly out of the small hold he’d 
hidden away in. 


He moved quickly, quietly, keeping an eye out for any guards or patrols. Why they would feel 
the need to patrol their own ship, he didn’t know, but precautions seemed like a good idea. 
Near ten minutes later, he found what he hoped was the right place. The stairs creaked a little 
as he descended, the Omega pausing and tensing as he listened for any sound of suspicion. 


Silence greeted him, so he continued. 


The room below was filthy, quiet, and more importantly, held the exact people he was 
looking for. 


Caleb crept toward the iron bars; the metal cage bigger but far too reminiscent of those he 
had frequented while being trained with Zeenoth. There were less of their crew remaining 
than he might have hoped, but he could see glimpses of most of the Nein in between. Molly 
was near the door of the iron cage, red eyes staring hard at the stairway out of the brig. 


Caleb kept his spell up, not speaking as he poked about to make sure there were no guards he 
had missed. He got about halfway across the room before he tripped over what was definitely 
a very short person, whom he could not see. He couldn't help the short yelp of surprise as he 
fell, knocking over a stool and an empty mug as he went. A familiar voice was also cursing, 
the other person scrambling to get out from under Caleb's legs. 


"Veth?" Molly hissed lowly from the iron cage, eyes sweeping the seemingly empty room. 
"What happened, are you okay?" 


Caleb heard the sound of a blade leaving a scabbard, knew very well Veth was armed with 
daggers, and spoke up quickly to keep from being stabbed. "It's me. Veth, I'm sorry, it-" 


Caleb let out an oophed breath as there was suddenly an invisible halfling attached to him, 
her arms thrown around his neck in a hug. "Caleb! We didn't know where you were, we 
thought they had taken you somewhere else." 


"Caleb?" Molly questioned, voice thin with a strained hope. 


Caleb untangled himself from Veth, standing and making his way over to Molly. He reached 
to take the Alpha's hand, guiding it to his face and letting Molly cup his cheek. He tilted his 
chin, submitting so Molly could feel it, since he needed to keep the invisibility spell up for 
now. 


"Fuck, I'm glad you’re alright." Molly growled, letting out a relieved sigh. 


Yasha stepped up beside him, looking near where Caleb stood. "Have you seen Beau? She 
was not taken with us." 


"She has them thinking she is one of them." Caleb answered, eyes skimming through the rest 
of the prisoners, brow furrowing as he did not find Fjord. "My guess is someone saw her 
throw me from the ship, giving her opportunity to join their crew." 


"She threw you off the ship?" Jester squeaked in surprise, Molly's fingers twitching 
irritability where they rested on Caleb's throat. 


Caleb nodded, asking a question of his own. "Where is Fjord?" 
"Taken for questioning again." Molly answered, worry tight across his face. 


Caleb stepped back, looking down at the empty air as he spoke to Veth. "I will go find him. If 
we can gather everyone together, I can get us back to Nicodranas." 


"I'll get them out and message Beau. She can make a distraction so we can get down to the 
lower deck. Once you get Fjord, you can meet us there and do your magic?" Veth suggested, 
the sound of metal picks in the lock telling him she'd already gotten to work. 
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Caleb found Fjord by a bit of luck and a bit of following a faint hint of the Alpha’s scent. The 
trail was muddled quickly, lost in the filth and disgusting smell of the crew and ship. But two 
Revelry members were talking about the Alpha and Caleb was able to trail along behind them 
as they led him straight to the warlock. 


It was easy enough to slip in behind them as they entered the room. Both were preoccupied 
with the current proceedings. It was however... VERY uncomfortable watching the pirates 
question Fjord. Not even questioning by the time he arrived, just beating him. 


First, it was weird as hell to see an Alpha being hit. Caleb had witnessed beatings a plenty, 
both given to him and Astrid, but occasionally to a Beta who had disappointed or failed 
whatever General they followed. It had been common discipline among soldiers during the 
war so far as Caleb had observed. But they had never been Alpha. 


Second, it was Fjord. Gentle and patient Fjord who never so much as raised his voice at 
Caleb (except for the once, but Molly was hurt so he didn’t count it), much less a hand, and it 
cut deep to have to watch him be struck again and again. 


Yet Caleb could not hope to take on four Revelry members on his own. 


They had been at it for some time going by the blood and way Fjord lagged to the side. This 
was a change in guard apparently, though the original two were taking their sweet time in 
leaving. One was just watching his replacement, wiping ineffectually at his knuckles with a 
rag just as bloodied as his hands. 


Fjord looked like hell. Face bruised and swollen in places, lip bleeding freely, and the front of 
his shirt was cut and soaked in blood. Caleb had to clench his teeth, flinching in sympathy as 
the next hit cracked a rib at least, going by the sound. 


Caleb moved away from the door, unable to watch for much longer as he waited. He couldn't 
NOT flinch at each impact, every grunt of pain from the half orc. The longer it went on, the 
higher his anxiety rose. Anxious and a little angry, uncomfortable, and furious at these 
pirates, enough that he was nearly ready to try his luck with all four. They were laughing and 
taking bets, things Caleb had often heard spoken over himself, but it was a new kind of pain 
to see it applied to Fjord. 


The original two eventually grew bored or tired, Caleb didn't care their reasoning only that 
they left. Killing the remaining two was going to take precision and power, he needed a quick 


and quiet death for them. Yet he needed enough reserve to be able to get the pack and any 
surviving crew off the ship. He didn't think they would have time to do the ritual circle. 


The biggest problem was he didn't have a spell that really fit with what he needed. Nor did he 
have time to create something that would work. Not with any accuracy. Modifying one he 
already knew was risky, a danger to himself and Fjord alike. 


He bent down quietly to scrape some dust from the floorboards, decision made for him as one 
of the pirates drew a jagged blade and stepped up in front of Fjord. The other hung back, 
laughing, and threw out suggestions what to cut of first. 


Caleb didn't need the range the spells original form offered; he needed the force. He coated 
both hands in the dust, stepping up behind the pirate and reaching out to place both hands on 
the man's shoulders as he released the arcane energy. 


The knife had only just touched Fjord’s chest when the room was lit by a flash of green, the 
other pirate whirling around in time to see Caleb revealed as his partner turned into nothing 
but a pile of ash. 


"Son of a bi-" The other pirate began to snarl out, moving to lunge toward Caleb with the 
blade. Fjord lashed out, kicking the back of the thug's leg, and sending him to one knee. He 
didn't have the leverage to do any damage, but Fjord slowed the man enough for Caleb to get 
another spell ready. 


This one was much simpler, done quickly as Caleb made a sign and cast the spell to paralyze 
the pirate in place. Snatching the blade from his hand and cutting his throat was.... gruesome, 
but not exceptionally difficult when faced with what they'd done to the pack and what they 
had been in the middle of doing to Fjord. 


Standing there coated in a grime of bloodied dust, Caleb found himself suddenly anxious for 
a whole different reason as he moved forward to begin untying Fjord. His fingers shook as he 
tugged at the ropes, mind racing with worry. Would Fjord be angry with him? Upset he had 
waited so long? 


"S-sorry, I should have.. I am sorry." 


Fjord shook his head, wincing at the soreness. Count on Caleb to come to the rescue and 
apologize for it. Gods, Fjord was just so relieved to see the Omega unhurt. "Don't be, you 
were amazing" 


"Should have been faster." Caleb mumbled, tugging the rope free and quickly stepping back 
as Fjord stood up. 


"Agree to disagree." Fjord said simply, knowing there was no time to comfort the mage like 
he very desperately wanted to. Instead, he moved to the door, cracking it open to make sure 
the hall was empty. 


Caleb followed behind him, silent as Fjord led the way to where he had seen some of their 
stuff stored. Hopefully all of it. 


Sure enough, two doors down sat the trunk with their weapons sticking out of its half-closed 
lid. He gestured Caleb towards it, the clever mage understanding and beginning to drag out 
their individual weapons. Fjord found the bag of holding, fishing out a potion and drinking it 
quickly. 


It mended the heavier wounds, made seeing much easier as the swelling went down. He was 
still sore, but he was ready to get things done. 


"Fjord.." Caleb said quietly, gathering his attention. The Omega had his armor and equipment 
in hand, offering them to the warlock. 


"Gather the others, I've got to go find the captain." Fjord growled, accepting the bundle, 
quickly strapping on his armor and equipment. Relief and shock at Caleb's appearance were 
quickly turning to fury at the pirates. 


"Should we not leave? Now?" Caleb pressed carefully, helping Fjord with slightly trembling 
hands. "Veth has freed the others, they should be waiting in the hold. Beau was to keep the 
crew distracted, I do not know how long-" 


"She took that orb." Fjord snapped out fiercely. "I'm not letting you face Zeenoth empty 
handed." 


Caleb froze for a moment, long enough Fjord quickly regretted the harsh tone, and then the 
Omega was surging up to kiss him, hands on either side of his face. Fjord’s heart skipped, 
shock freezing him, and before he could get himself together Caleb was pulling back. 


"Thank you, thank you, I did not even consider- thank you. Thank you." 


Fjord shook his head, pressing the bag of holding into Caleb's hands. Right, of course, he was 
just grateful, that’s all it meant. Had to be. "If it gets bad, get them home. Okay. I'll be fine." 


Caleb shook his head, a stubborn expression on his features even as his scent spiked with 
fear. “I will come with you, I can help.” 


“Tt’s not safe.” Fjord told him. 


“Neither is waiting for you. I will not leave without you.” Caleb replied, and yes that was a 
full amount of bull-headed stubbornness in his tone. There was fear there too. Enough that 
Fjord thought a growl or even a harsh denial would likely be motivation enough for the 
wizard to change his mind. 


He couldn’t do that. Not when Caleb pushed through his own fear to make demands to help. 


“Alright, let’s go.” He agreed, despite every instinct wanting to send the Omega to the safety 
of the pack. And him their one safe ticket out of here. 


They crammed what equipment they could fit down into the bag of holding, Fjord carrying 
the few that wouldn’t. Summoning his own blade, Fjord led the way out into the corridors. 
They were empty, fortunately, each turn revealing another dark empty hall. It was easy, 


almost suspicious, but Beau was supposed to be distracting the crew, so maybe she was just 
being extra distracting. 


He hoped it would be enough they could get above deck and to the captain’s quarters 
unnoticed. 


As it turned out, noticed would have been an improvement. 


The moment Fjord opened the door to the main deck, hands were reaching out to grab him 
and Caleb. The two found themselves thrown forward and quickly surrounded as they 
scrambled to their feet. A trap, well laid and well executed, and they’d walked right into it. 
Fjord tensed as there was the sound of slow clapping, the pirates parting to reveal the familiar 
face of the ship’s captain. 


She was an elven woman with fine features, light brown skin, and wild red hair falling in 
clustered strings around her face. She came to a stop before them, gloved hands clapping 
together one more time as she grinned at them. “Bravo. I knew you had someone hidden 
away, but a gem like this? The gods do like to give gifts, don’t they?” 


Fjord stepped in front of Caleb as the woman approached, teeth gritting as he growled. 
“Avantika.” 
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"I had hoped we could work together, that we might convince you there are easier ways.’ 
Avantika said with false disappointment, shaking her head. “You are of interest, but that 
interest only goes so far. His patience is shorter than mine and he, at least, is done with you 
now." 


She gestured toward Caleb, her crew stepping forward to grab and hold him at her indication. 
Fjord snarled furiously, but there were plenty of hands to hold him back too. Panic filled him 
as the pirate’s drug Caleb away, forcing the Omega to his knees. They were tugging at the 
wizard’s clothes, grabbing his hair, holding his head back to expose his throat. 


“T haven’t quite made up my mind.” Avantika continued lightly, a cruel smirk to her lips as 
she watched Caleb being shoved onto his front and held down on the deck of the ship. 


"No! Let him go!" 


"Perhaps now you will feel more cooperative?" The red-haired captain asked, a confident tilt 
to her stance as she surveyed the two of them. Avantika stepped between them, facing Fjord 
and ignoring the laughter and pained sounds of the Omega behind her. "I can arrange more 
comfortable quarters while we negotiate. Or have you all thrown over while we keep him. 
Your choice." 


It wasn't much of a choice and the fight went out of Fjord as he realized as much. Avantika 
was going to get what she wanted whether he liked it or not. It was no wonder she hadn't 
been bothered by his refusals to agree to her demands. This had been her plan, something 
she’d made precautions for since seeing the bite on his own neck. He couldn’t watch them 
hurt Caleb; he’d give her what she wanted. "Alright, alright, you win, please." 


Avantika smirked, glancing behind her at the ones holding the mage. "Be nice boys, I'm 
making friends." 


There were some disappointed groans, her crew releasing Fjord at a nod from the red-haired 
elf. He glanced to where they still held Caleb, the mage on his knees rather than pinned flat 

now. They were no longer pawing at the Omega, but Caleb was far from comfortable, throat 
still forcefully bared by a tight hand in his hair. The Omega’s expression, the sounds of him 

crying out in fear and pain, Fjord knew were going to haunt him for a lifetime. 


"Your Omega is safe with me, Fjord, let's not test that patience." Avantika warned, smile a 
sharp predatory thing. 


Fjord grimaced but had little option but to turn and go find the rest of the Nein. The sooner 
they got this over with, the sooner they could try and salvage this. He saw Beau's face in the 
crowd as he went, but seeing as no one else paid her any mind, he ignored her too. Whatever 
angle she had, he hoped her plans worked better than theirs just had. 


Finding the others was simple enough. They had made enough noise getting away and were 
currently barricaded in one of the larger storage areas. It was almost insulting how the 
Revelry pirates parted for him to come through, told him well enough Avantika had planned 
for this. He could hear them arguing as he stepped up to the door, suspicious at the sudden 
lack of noise or attempts to get in. 


Fjord knocked on the door, speaking when the voices inside fell silent. He closed his eyes, 
the heavy guilt of failure making it hard to find the right words. There were none. Not for 
this. 
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The 'more comfortable’ accommodations were only marginally better than what they'd had. It 
was a crew cabin, void of anything except six ratty hammocks for sleeping. Anyone not in 
the Nein pack were conscripted to be part of the Revelry crew, which left just the six of them 
in the room. Five, when Fjord left. 


He didn't have time to much more than promise to fill them in when he could, the warlock 
quickly ushered from the room and led toward the captain's cabin. Fjord was both 
unsurprised and dismayed to find Caleb bound and gagged, kneeling beside the woman when 
he was let in. There was a basin of water next to the mage and Fjord had a sinking suspicion 
it wasn't for anything good. 


"Fjord, come. Sit. We have some things to discuss." Avantika invited, gesturing toward the 
chair set aside for him. 


She smiled as he obeyed, leaning forward. "But first, I would like answers to those questions 
you kept ignoring. Namely who sent you, and how you knew of the ruins." 


Fjord grimaced, hesitating. He wasn't sure how much was safe to reveal, and honestly didn't 
know much about it himself. Beau had been the lead on that one. And telling her that the 
Cobalt Soul was involved didn't seem like a good idea. 


Avantika didn't give him any time to come up with either a workable story or half-truth. She 
leaned over when he delayed, putting her hand to the back of Caleb's neck and shoving the 
Omega's head into the basin of water. "I would suggest answering before he runs out of 
breath. It's difficult to breathe around a gag at the best of times." 


"We work for the Empire, the king sent us to find the cause of the Nicodranian's concern. It's- 
I'll tell you, let him breathe!" Fjord said as quick explanation. 


"The council doesn't know about the seals. Try again." Avantika said easily, arm shaking a 
little as Caleb began to struggle. 


"The Cobalt Soul does, one of their leaders sent us after it." Fjord answered desperately, nails 
digging in to keep himself from jumping to help Caleb. She wasn’t just hurting him, she was 
killing him! 


He breathed in relief as she jerked the wizard up, Caleb coughing thinly as water dripped off 
of him. He struggled to catch his breath and Fjord hated that she was right, that the gag likely 
made it feel like she held him under even while the mage could breathe. Avantika still held 
him half bend over, a threat and a promise unspoken as the Omega hovered just over the 
water's surface. 


"That's disappointing. I'd hoped the Empire would keep their nose out of it a little longer." 
Avantika sighed. “Now why don’t we try sharing a little more. My scouting group never 
came back, I’ll have you to thank for that. So tell me what happened in the temple.” 


Fjord had no qualms about recounting that leg of the journey. He’d originally refused out of a 
stubborn defiance, knowing every scrap of information was that much longer his people lived 
and allowed their free pack mates to plan. Refusal now would only hurt Caleb. 


Fjord told her what she wanted to know, beginning at their arrival to the island, tracking the 
scouting party, and what they’d found in the interior. Less the detail about Vandran. 


She paused for a moment once he’d finished, watching him with a calculating look. "The orb 
you took is still sealed. I believe I made a rather generous proposal, if you recall?" 


"Yes." Fjord agreed dryly, tearing his eyes off Caleb to focus on her. 


What she wanted was dangerous, if not impossible. Simple, in a way, but no less deadly. Go 
back and break the seal. It’s what she’d wanted when she had captured them, it’s the price she 
demanded for their freedom. Not that he believed they’d be let free even if they succeeded. 


The main problem was that, even if they could get past the hundreds of undead, they had no 
idea how to break the seal in the first place. ““We can take you there, show you where-“ 


Avantika shook her head, shoving Caleb back underwater. “That was not the offer, but do 
continue to try and negotiate the terms of your surrender.” 


“We'll do it!” Fjord hurried to amend, hating himself as she pulled the Omega back up. 


"Delightful. You will have your weapons and gear back once we return to the isle. Your 
Omega stays with me, under my protection and unharmed, so long as you succeed. I think 24 
hours sufficient." Avantika said, pulling Caleb a little further away from the water now. 


"It took us two days to get there-" Fjord began, stopping and nearly jumping from the chair as 
Caleb was under the water with a sharp splash. The mage thrashed sooner this time, 
struggling mere seconds after going under. 


"One day. And for every hour more you make me wait, I let another of my crew spend time 
with him. Alone." Avantika said in cold demand, throwing a glance at the mage in question. 
Her tone lightened into one of disinterested conversation. "I don't think he got a breath that 
time. So what say you? Do you accept?" 


Win the Battle (Lose the War) 
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“This is shit, Fjord! Utter and complete bull shit!” Molly foamed, shouting his anger and 
frustration. 


Fjord didn’t blame him, echoed his sentiments actually. He was just impressed the blood 
hunter had kept it in as long as he had. The pack had accepted his explanation, the plan of 
action laid out by Avantika, without a word when he’d told them coming back from the 
meeting with the captain. 


Molly had been upset in a solemn despondent way. He’d curled into Fjord and waited in 
silence for the ship to get back to the island. Now though, with weapons and the pirates 
rowing their rowboats back to the main ship, that had turned into a fierce fury. Which he was, 
admittedly, putting to good use in cutting a path through the jungle. 


He’d been going at it for hours, his frustration and fury sometimes dimming as he tired, but it 
always came back full force. Half the day had gone by before he said anything remotely 
productive, the blind fury having spent most of itself out. 


“What’s the plan here. Gods, there better be a fucking plan.” 


“Plan A is to hope Beau can fix this somehow. Plan B is to break the damned seal and hope 
Avantika is as good as her word.” Fjord growled, shoving aside half a thorny bush. 


“How do we even break the seal?” Jester asked. 


Fjord didn’t answer. He didn’t have an answer. His answer would have been to ask the one 
most versed in magic, which was Caleb, but Caleb wasn’t fucking here. Caleb was back 
there, with some sadistic pirate bitch, probably wondering if they were just going to dump 
him and fucking /eave. The Omega was terrified, Fjord could feel it as easy as breathing and 
it was driving him mad. 


“It’s got to be tied to whatever was bringing the dead back.” Veth suggested. “We could start 
there?” 


“Which gets us nowhere, because we don’t know what did it or how to stop it.” Molly 
snarked, running out of branches to cut as they came into a more open trail. 


“A spell like that should have a source.” Caduceus reasoned, slowing and bringing the group 
to a halt. 


Fjord wanted to snarl at him, to tell them all to keep moving, they didn’t have time. 


“That wall had a lot of gems on it, could that be it?” Jester asked, leaning half over to brace 
her hands on her legs now that they’d stopped. Veth was no better off, the halfling dropping 
to sit on the ground as soon as she’d stopped moving. Even Yasha showed signs of tiredness, 
though she eyed the path before them like she too wanted to keep going. 


“Maybe.” Caduceus said thoughtfully, leaning against his staff. “Did Caleb say anything 
about them before?” 


Jester shook her head. “I don’t think so? Just something about dead things and losing heads. I 
think that’s what the wall said.” 


“So we go in and smash all the skulls, problem solved, can we keep moving now?” Molly 
quipped waspishly, tail sweeping back and forth in agitation. He looked away as Caduceus 
met his gaze with an even and gentle stare, shoulders hitching. 


Jester straightened, hopping from foot to foot with put on enthusiasm. “Yes! I am all rested 
and ready to go!” 


Veth was a little clumsier getting to her feet but did so with no reluctance. They all felt the 
pressure, the impossible time limit. None of them wanted to go past that deadline. 


They walked until late into the night, until they physically couldn’t anymore. Yasha was the 
one to call for a stop, staring Fjord and Molly down until they both quit snarling long enough 
to realize the others were just as upset but too exhausted to continue. Both Alpha’s knew it 
would do Caleb no good to get themselves killed, not that it made it any easier to 
acknowledge the necessity of stopping. 


Fjord kept watch as the others collapsed in a loose pile around him to catch whatever snippets 
of sleep would come to them. Molly curled up in his arms, face buried into Fjord’s chest. 
Both of them had been paying attention to the Omega through the bond, keeping tabs and 
letting his every spike of fear fuel their own anger enough to keep going. 


It had dimmed now, the mage likely tired too. And left relatively alone it seemed, or he 
wouldn’t be so calm. Hungry, cold, and uncomfortable, but those things were all preferrable 
to what they knew was a much worse and possible outcome. A guaranteed one if they didn’t 
get back in time. 


Fjord had only just begun to drift off into some semblance of sleep when Molly stiffened in 
his arms, a snarl turning into a choked sob as the Tiefling hid his face and cried. Fjord felt it 
too, the sudden desperation and terror from Caleb. It didn’t slow, didn’t abate, and Fjord 
could only guess that whatever protection Avantika offered wasn’t being given just now. 


“What’s wrong?” Jester asked tiredly, rousing at the low whine Fjord couldn’t keep in. 


“We need to keep going.” Fjord whispered, hopeless and near broken. 


Jester looked at him for a moment before understanding lit her eyes, her face falling a 
moment later. She nodded somberly, beginning to rouse the others. Within minutes they were 
back on the trail, the heavy threat to their captive friend pushing them forward. 
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Caleb had become spoiled. That’s all he could really think about during the night. It had not 
even been two days since his last meal and already his stomach was complaining. He had 
gone thrice as long before without such discomfort. He had suffered being bound and gagged 
for much longer as well, but he was already feeling the soreness of the ropes and cloth 
shoved into his mouth. 


The uncomfortable circumstances, if nothing else, put his current and past situations in sharp 
contrast. 


He was hungry and missed food because he had become used to being allowed to eat as he 
pleased. Had, in truth, been given more than he could eat. The pack delighted in feeding him 
and he had yet to tire of it. His wrists and jaw ached, his shoulders too from where his hands 
were behind him, because he had grown used to being free. 


And wasn’t that some old saying? You didn’t know what you had until it was gone? 


True to her word, Avantika had ordered her crew to keep away from him. She had even left 
him in her office. Tied and gagged, yes, but alone and untouched. None of that gave Caleb 
even the illusion of safety. He was nothing to her, to her goals, and he knew she would not 
hesitate or care to see him suffer if it meant she got what she wanted. She would make an 
example of him, if Fjord and the others failed. 


Caleb tensed, heart skipping and thudding in his chest with fear as he heard a light creaking 
over by the door. It was late, well past midnight and there was no reason for the door of the 
office to open so slowly. Avantika would have no need to sneak, had not the personality for it 
either. 


The sour scent of alcohol rolled over him, Caleb shifting back in an effort to get away from 
the Beta man that came to crouch over him. He was drunk, horny, and grinning in a lecherous 
way as he reached out to pet a sloppy trail down Caleb’s front. He stumbled a bit trying to 
kneel down, falling over top of the mage. 


Caleb tried to shout, to call for someone, but the gag was effective in keeping him silent. He 
wasn’t sure if anyone would stop this, even if he were heard. For all he knew, this was 
sanctioned. He’d been awarded to people as a prize before, a reward for services done his 
owner. Not often, because Alpha’s were generally very possessive, but it wasn’t out of the 
realm of possibility. 


Avantika’s ropes were tight and well knotted, and his struggles were weak at best as he tried 
to buck the man off of him. The pirate only laughed at his efforts, gripping his hips and 
rutting against him with a groan. “It be our lit’le secret, pet, lit’le quick un, eh.” 


Caleb’s stomach rolled and he was very suddenly appreciative that he hadn’t eaten. No. No, 
please, no, no no. He sobbed behind the gag as the man began a fumbling attempt to undress 
him. Drunk as he was, it was slow, but still happening. Caleb closed his eyes as rough 
calloused palms pressed too hard into his stomach and abdomen, drifting lower under his 
small clothes. The man was moaning, mouthing sloppily at Caleb’s collar bone and what bit 
of the Omega’s chest he could reach. 


The beta’s short rutting jerks against Caleb came to a sudden stop, the pleasured groans 
turning into a short gurgle. Liquid dripped hot onto Caleb’s bare skin and the mage opened 
his eyes to find the room a much deeper pitch of black than it had been before. 


“T do hate to be disobeyed.” Avantika’s voice came from the shadows, overlayed with a deep 
guttural tone. 


Caleb grunted as a heavy weight suddenly fell atop him, pinning his lower half and keeping 
him sprawled onto the floor. It was a struggle not to puke as the unnatural darkness lifted, the 
dim light of the moon through the clouded windows to the balcony landing upon the dead 
man now laying across him. Blood was still pouring from the corpse, soaking his clothes and 
feeling red hot against his skin. 


He lifted his eyes to Avantika, heart freezing at the empty pits of black that were her eyes. 
One orange burning eye glowed from her clavicle, fully visible without the scarf she 
normally wore, another from her palm. He felt frozen as she turned without another word, 
Avantika taking a step and vanishing into the shadows. 


The silence was eerie after she left, the room feeling too still. A dull static began to fill 
Caleb’s mind, a haze of fear and resignation. A coldness that seeped into his chest. This 
hadn’t been protection; it had been retribution. A swift and unerring dispensing of justice for 
the man’s defiance to the captain’s orders. He felt no relief because he knew full well she 
hadn’t cared what the man had been doing, only that he’d done it against her orders. 


The pack had been caught, had been sent away on an impossible task within an impossible 
time limit. Dawn already approached too quickly, Fjord’s time sifting away. Caleb felt numb, 
disconnected as he stared at the body that lay cooling atop him. 


There was no way out of this. 
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Beauregard was not enjoying herself. 


Laughing it up with Avantika’s crew, making ‘friends’ and being given a grand tour of the 
ship, wasn’t exactly what she would call a great time. It was called the Squalleater, an ironic 
name considering, and was bigger and better equipped. The Southern Squall was at the 
bottom of the ocean now, but Beau was glad to find that all of their things had been carted 
over beforehand. 


Their weapons and gear had been parsed out back to the Nein as they were taken ashore, 
Beau assuming that her staff had gotten stuffed into the bag of holding at some point. Fjord 


had been pulling equipment out of it to hand to the others before they’d left, so it made sense. 
She hoped so anyway, because she would really hate to lose it. Parting gift from old friends 
and all that. 


In the day it took to return to the Sunken Isles, Beau found (through bits and pieces of 
information) exactly what the new Revelry leader was doing here and what she’d demanded 
of Fjord. 


Avantika wanted the Nein to break the seal. She’d have gone and done it herself once the 
scouting party returned, mostly because she wasn’t going to risk someone else taking the 
prize. Since she had the orb in her possession now, that wasn’t a risk. As a result, Avantika 
was more than happy to throw Beau’s friends at the problem and stay back to reap the 
benefits. 


The female elf had also given Fjord a time limit, with Caleb kept in the balance in the event 
he failed or took too long. This posed a problem on two fronts. Not only was it a 
spectacularly bad idea to break a seal holding a giant monster, but Beau didn’t think they’d be 
able to get there and get it done in the time allotted. There was no way they’d make it back in 
that timeframe. 


That time was up now and, as Beau had predicted, the pack was still gone. 


Unfortunately, she’d come up with nothing as a plan. All she had so far only amounted to 
finding some way to get to Caleb and get the hell off the boat. If they could just meet back up 
with the others, the mage could jump them out of here back to the mainland. Except she, and 
all the other prior members of the Southern Squall crew, were being watched nonstop. 


Beauregard had been making friends, yes. She had been pounding back the subpar ale and 
throwing dice with the rest of the Squalleater crew, but she’d not found a chance to slip away. 
She knew Caleb was in Avantika’s office, knew he was unguarded. That alone was worrying 
enough, but she got the feeling everyone was terrified of the red-haired captain, so she hoped 
that would keep the Omega safe for the time being. 


The pack’s time was up, however, and Beau was starting to think she’d lost any and all 
opportunities for getting herself and Caleb away from here. 


It was a few hours past morning, past the point yesterday that Fjord and the others had been 
taken ashore, and Beau was on the deck with a few others scrubbing the wooden planks. 
Honestly, it was a lost cause and just busy work for the conscripted crewmen. Among the 
Revelry overseeing them was Beau’s new number one fan: Bungel. 


The man was a piece of work, obnoxious even for a Beta, but he had taken a shine to 
Beauregard. She wasn’t complaining, it made it a hell of a lot easier to manipulate him. He 
was the main source of most of her information. As an added bonus, he was a good bridge in 
getting her into the rest of the crew’s good graces. 


And Avantika’s, it seemed. 


As the captain came up from below deck, she called for Bungel and Beauregard to follow her, 
picking up one other of the Southern Squall crew as well. Apprehensive, but feigning interest 
and eagerness to be of use, Beauregard followed the two Revelry members. 


They were brought to Avantika’s office, the captain opening the door and leading the way 
inside. 


Beau’s heart twisted seeing someone already inside and over the Omega. Relief followed 
quickly as she realized that the man on top of Caleb was dead. 


For a moment she thought she was too late, that she would have to either watch or blow her 
cover. But the pirate was dead, and Avantika didn't seem surprised in the least. Nor angry 
with Caleb, so Beau guessed the man's demise had not been Caleb's doing. Bungel didn’t 
seem to have any clue, the dwarf looking confused when Beau glanced at him. 


It was Bungel and the other human that Avantika addressed first, giving the dead body a 
cursory glance as she moved over to her desk. “It seems the crew need reminding that, even 
here away from Darktow, / am the Master of the Revelry. Tie the body to the mast as a 
reminder, and incentive for those new to our cause.” 


Beauregard waited, watching with tense suspicion as Bungel and the other moved to follow 
the captain’s orders. She wasn’t sure why she had been called here just yet, but this was the 
closest she’d gotten to Caleb since shit had hit the fan, so she wasn’t complaining. If these 
other two left, maybe... 


Avantika turned her attention to Beauregard, leaning one palm against her desk as she studied 
the monk. After a moment she turned to walk towards the balcony, stepping out and lifting a 
hand towards the water. A small stream of it came up from the ocean, Avantika guiding it into 
a basin that sat near the large ornate desk. 


Beau glanced over at Caleb when the Omega let out a muffled whine, pushing away the tense 
unease and refocusing on Avantika. She knew magic, which made her more dangerous. It was 
even more important to pick the right time to make a move. This felt scripted, like a test, and 
Beau wasn’t going to risk what might be her only chance by acting too quickly. 


She couldn’t tell if Avantika was satisfied or not, the pirate captain showing no indication of 
her thoughts as she returned back into the room and shut the balcony doors. The captain 
returned to her desk, drawing the thin chain necklace from her neck and using the key that 
hung at the end to open the bottom most drawer. She retrieved an ornate box and a book, 
locking the desk again. 


"Take care of this mess and do as you please with the Omega. When you have finished with 
him, bring him to the main deck." Avantika ordered, turning her attention fully to 
Beauregard. 


"Captain?" Beau asked, putting eagerness into the questioning tone. 


"You will find working for me has many perks." Avantika stated with a cold smile as she 
gestured towards the drying blood that coated the floor and Caleb. “Defiance is harshly 


punished, but loyalty is rewarded just as thoroughly.” 


Beau grinned, even though she felt like throwing up. She had a part to play, so she drew ina 
long breath before letting out a low growl of desire. This was going to suck for them both. 
Caleb was getting the raw end of the deal because there was no way to tell him this was an 
act. No way to assure him that she would never want to do this to him. She had no desire to 
hurt him, especially not in this way. 


This was an opportunity though. If Avantika would just leave them alone, maybe they could 
get away without the risk of a fight. Beau just needed a few minutes, enough to untie the 
mage and get him to caste the teleportation spell. 


Caleb was already making muffled pleas through the gag, struggling against his bindings. 


Avantika gave a half nod, and Beauregard strode over to Caleb with as much eagerness as she 
could put into the motion. She leaned down and grabbed him, kneeling between his legs as 
she kicked them apart. She pulled him half upright, quickly pushing him against the wall of 
the cabin. She pinned him there with her body, growling and leaning in to put her teeth to his 
throat. She didn't bite, but he screamed like she had. 


"Don't break him too badly. An example still needs to be made." Avantika advised in 
amusement, turning to walk out of the room. “And don’t forget the mess.” 


Beau just grunted as answer, knowing most any other Alpha would hardly have paid any 
mind being in this situation. She could feel Avantika’s eyes on her still, so made a show of 
moving in a rough motion against the Omega’s body. She tugged at his shirt, doing her best to 
keep up the pretense even while Caleb was starting to sob. Leave, just fucking leave 

already... Beau thought, silently urging the bitch to just get the fuck out so she could stop. 


Caleb’s struggles were slowing, the Omega whining a desperate plea. He was so terrified, but 
there was resignation slipping into his scent. Resignation and despair. If he hadn’t felt 
betrayal from her throwing him off the ship before, he probably felt it now. Only knowing 
she was the lesser evil for any alternative to this situation made Beauregard able to keep up 
the act. 


Avantika’s steps were too slow for Beauregard, but finally she heard the click of the door 
shutting. Beau stilled as soon as the door closed, straining to hear the woman’s footsteps 
moving away. The monk leaned back once she was sure, smoothing Caleb’s shirt back in an 
effort to calm and reassure him. 


"Hey, it’s over, she’s gone. Alright? I'm not gonna hurt you, okay, I’m sorry. I need you to 
calm down. I'll untie you, but if she hears you screaming, she'll know and come back. And 
we need to get the hell out of here." Beau said quickly, trying to be gentle but needing to get 
through to the Omega. His eyes were a blank fear when she turned his head to meet her gaze, 
a wary uncertainty slowly coming to the surface. 


Caleb’s gaze flickered to the door, the bloodstain, the basin of water, then finally back to 
Beauregard. After a moment, he looked away and very slowly tilted his chin up to offer 
submission. Relief filled Beau that he believed her, or at least enough to comply. He shook 


the whole time, flinching violently despite how soft her touch was when she accepted, but he 
stayed still. 


"Okay, good, that's good. I'm gonna untie you now, alright?" Beau said, tone gentler now that 
he wasn't so lost in panic. She slid back from him a few inches, guilt curling in her gut at the 
relieved sigh he let out as a result. 


Caleb nodded agreement, breath hitching when she reached to start undoing the gag. It was 
knotted harshly behind his head, tight and stiffly unyielding. She wasn’t going to put a blade 
that close to his face though, especially not with him shaking like he was, so she worked it 
loose as quickly as she could. 


"Please tell me you can teleport us to the others." Beau said quietly, tugging the cloth from 
his mouth and setting to work cutting the bindings from his wrists. 


"Y-yes, but I cannot d-do much else without components." Caleb replied shakily. 


Beau nodded, backing off once he was free. She moved to drag the heavy desk chair over to 
block the door, giving Caleb a moment mostly to fix his clothing. Gather his composure. He 
looked like he needed it. Hell, she needed it. She hadn’t had to go too far, thank gods, but it 
hadn’t been a pleasant ruse to pull off. 


Caleb didn’t sit idle, but instead got to his feet and began searching the room. He redressed 
himself as he went, shaking and coated in blood, but still moving. Beau was impressed at his 
composure. Captured, tortured, and nearly raped last night and threatened with it again 
today... yet Caleb got up and moved on like it was nothing. Less pleasant was considering 
that, to Caleb, it probably was nothing. Just another Tuesday in his world. 


It made it easy to be gentle when she spoke to him. "You alright?" 


Caleb paused in his scrounging to nod, taking a steadying breath before continuing. He was 
not very alright, not at all, and for more than the obvious reasons. He felt filthy, and more 
than that desired to have the pirates scent off him. He wanted not to be alone with the monk, 
despite rationalizing that she hadn’t meant it, hadn’t actually had any desire to use him. A 
part of him desperately wanted Fjord and Molly, for their scent to be on him as a safe claim 
of him. That was the thought that most threw him off balance, the desire to be scented and 
held and touched by them. The surety that they, at least, would not force themselves on him. 


Rifling through Avantika's things for makeshift components was pitiful distraction, but it was 
all he had. 


"Alright." Beau stated quietly, disbelief evident to his own ears. "Take your time, but the 
sooner we leave the better. She’s not going to let me stay here with you alone for long." 


Caleb nodded again, stuffing a final few things into his pockets. The Alpha had a point, this 
would just have been one in a long line of people she would let use him. What he had found 
so far would have to make do. "This will suffice for now, enough to message them at least." 


Beau abandoned her post by the door to stride over to him. She squared her shoulders, giving 
him a short nod. "Let's go then." 


Caleb fixed their destination in his mind, speaking the words of the spell and letting the 
arcane energy fold around them. 


Third time is the charm He thought wryly as the ship blurred into darker forests, the two of 
them suddenly and painlessly standing somewhere different. 


"We in the right place?" Beau grunted the question, sounding surprised. 


"Yes." Caleb answered simply, understanding the sentiment. The last times he had used the 
spell he had progressively done worse. It was no wonder she was shocked at him finally 
doing it right. He pulled the bit of wire from his pocket, mentally modifying the spell to work 
with the variant component. "Fjord, Beau and I are no longer on the ship. Where are you?" 


Just outside the ruins, we were on our way back. How do we- 


The message cut off there and Caleb grimaced at the additional limitation of his spell. He was 
preparing to cast again when Jester beat him to it. 


Caleb! I'm so glad you're okay! Fjord says never-mind and to just meet us over where that 
weird stone thing showed up. 


Caleb couldn't help but wince at the shouted enthusiasm. Joyful she may be, but the raised 
tone still made his heart skip. Beau's expression when he looked her way did little to alleviate 
it. He dropped his gaze, speaking with light hesitation as fear and uncertainty caught up to 
him again. "Would you assist me finding a component? So that I may use the polymorph 
spell? A cocoon, or something very similar." 


It took them a little under ten minutes, but eventually Beau came back with a little wrapped 


insect. Seconds later and she climbed atop Caleb's avian form, pressing close to the feathers 
as he struggled to gain height from the center of the trees. 
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It took longer than anyone would have like for the two groups to meet up. 


Caleb found the appropriate spot in under and hour, most of his struggles having been just 
getting airborne in the first place. The Squalleater was a small blip in the distance, nearly on 
the other side of the island, though neither of them felt it far enough away. 


The others took several more hours to find them. Beauregard knew that Caduceus had magics 
that would help point them in the right direction, which was the only reason she didn’t worry 
too much about them getting lost. She worried a little bit whether she and Caleb were in the 
right spot, but she didn’t ask. 


The mage seemed nervous enough watching her pace. 


““’,.do you wish for me to message them again?” Caleb offered; the wizards arms curled 
defensively across his torso. 


Beauregard shook her head, sparing him a glance. “No, save your magic. They’Il get here as 
soon as they can, I know that, I just... Avantika’s got some kind of magic and I don’t want 
her popping up all of a sudden.” 


“Tt would likely only be her alone, if she has such ability.” Caleb offered lightly. 


Beau stopped, head cocking as she considered that bit of conjecture. If true, that would be a 
considerable amount of worry off her. Caleb was decent in a fight, she knew that firsthand, so 
they could probably take Avantika if she showed up solo. 


“You've got spells that move more than just yourself, she could too.” Beau pointed out, 
grabbing on to the distraction and silently begging him to please debate with her and not shut 
down. She wasn’t sure she could keep pacing in silence without going insane. 


“Y-yes, but it is, ah... not always accurate. As... as you have experienced.” Caleb replied, 
shoulders tensing for a moment as he looked away. 


Beauregard snorted, giving him a little more distance as she walked to sit on the ground with 
her back to a tree. “Yeah, I remember. Can’t say I’d lose any sleep if it were her ass being 
dropped into the ocean.” 


Caleb flinched at the reminder, voice shaking a little as he replied. “T-that is, ah, not the w- 
worst possible result.” 


That peaked Beau’s interest, though she wasn’t sure whether knowing the worst-case scenario 
was a good thing or not. She asked anyway. “What’s the worst possible result?” 


Caleb was slow to answer, surprising her by walking carefully closer and sinking down to sit 
next to her under the tree. He was trembling slightly, fear rolling off him in waves, but he 
eventually answered. 


“Cascading failure.” Caleb said simply, continuing unprompted after a moment. “The less 
familiar the caster is with the destination; the more risk is involved. Done incorrectly, the 
forces involved can... harm the individuals moved. The worst result would compound that, 
the arcane energy unable to compensate for the unfamiliarity.” 


“So, going to a place you’ve never seen or been to before, could mess it up bad enough to kill 
you.” Beau summed it up, receiving an affirmative nod. She snorted, leaning her head back 
against the tree. “Good thing we didn’t need it to get to Kamordah.” 


“T would have told you. Before trying.” Caleb said quickly. 


“T know.” Beau answered just as fast, trying to head off the fear she heard in his voice. “And 
you’re smart enough to have made it work anyway, if we’d needed to get there.” 


Silence followed and when Beau glanced over at him, she found Caleb staring at her with a 
stunned expression. It was probably the first time he’d ever had someone from the Cobalt 
Soul call him smart before, which was a pity because it was true. Caleb was clever, but not 
obnoxious about it, and Beau liked that about him. 


“What about that other spell you had, with the ink and stuff.” Beau asked, continuing the 
thread of discussion even though she knew the answer to this one. 


It worked like she’d hoped. Caleb relaxed by slow degrees, was less prone to flinch away 
from every slight motion of Beau’s, and it helped pass the time. By the time they’d moved on 
to Caleb explaining why Avantika couldn’t possibly polymorph herself and her crew into 
birds and just fly after them, much to Beau’s endless amusement at the near insulted tone the 
mage took, the rest of the Nein had shown up. 


Yasha was supporting a limping Fjord, the warlock regaining some strength the moment his 
eyes landed on Caleb. Molly was pure focus, zeroing in and striding towards the wizard. 
Jester, Veth, and Caduceus were just as eager to rejoin the pack, all of them hurrying from the 
forests towards Beau and Caleb. 


Beau looked at Caleb as they drew closer, though the wizard didn’t need any prompting. The 
moment the pack was within range, he cast the spell. 


Their landing in Nicodranas was gentle, the shift in scenery almost unnoticeable. They went 
from standing on the edge of one beach to the water’s edge of another, the sunlight a little 
dimmer with the overcast sky. The tension fled from Fjord in a sudden rush, relief filling him 
at having so many miles between them and the pirates. Or to be more accurate, between 
Caleb and the pirates. 


They were going to need to figure out what to do next. This wasn’t the first time they’d failed 
in a mission, though Fjord was hard pressed to think of a time they’d failed so spectacularly. 
The ramifications would hit Nicodranas and Port Damali the hardest, and any other coastal 
city in the area. Fjord hoped those would be the only things affected, though he had little idea 
what it meant to have this Uk’ otoa creature freed. 


Right now, all he wanted to do was make sure Caleb was taken care of, the other worries 
could come later. The mage had been through enough the past few days he deserved to be 
waited on hand and foot if he so desired. Thankfully, Molly was already paying attention to 
the Omega, striding over towards the mage with single minded focus. 


Fjord stiffened, realizing too slowly that he was Lucien and not Molly. 


Molly wouldn't be so rough, wouldn't be upset in an angry way. Wouldn't be tugging Caleb's 
head back as the Omega whined a low apology with a look of fearful resignation. Lucien had 
barely bent to touch his lips to Caleb's neck before Fjord’s control snapped completely. 


He took the other Alpha by surprise, tackling him and pinning him to the sand. 


He didn’t care what reason Lucien had. There was no reason to be angry with Caleb, there 
was nothing the mage could have done to deserve whatever the hell Lucien had been about to 
do to him. 


Fjord had had enough of him. Enough of Lucien taking Molly away and hurting Caleb. The 
bastard was going to submit whether he fucking liked it or not. Molly was the one who had 
suffered through feeling Caleb’s terror, Molly was the one who had fought and struggled to 
do every damned thing he could to keep the Omega safe. There was no way in hell Fjord was 
going to let his mate come back to Caleb looking at him with fear. 


He ignored Lucien's struggles, gripping one of the Tiefling’s wrists and using his other hand 
to force the man to bare his throat. Lucien’s nails were cutting into him as he clawed and 
fought back wildly, but Fjord might as well not have felt it for all he noticed. All he cared 
about was getting Lucien to surrender for damned once. 


Lucien yelped in a surprised fear as Fjord's teeth met his neck, going still at the fierce 
warning snarl. Fjord wasn’t being gentle, not in the slightest. After a beat of stillness, Lucien 
went limp, giving a very reluctant whine of surrender. 


Fjord only leaned back far enough to snarl a demand, not releasing the other Alpha or giving 
him a chance to speak. "Let Molly back right fucking now." 


Lucien narrowed his eyes, though looked away in submission when Fjord only growled and 
tightened his grip. Between one breath and the next he changed, Molly wincing and whining 
a much more honest, if a little fearful, submission. "Fuck, what- what did he-" 


Fjord let out a breath, trying to ease back and calm down despite the adrenaline still coursing 
through him. Molly. It was Molly now, it was- 


In a slow smooth motion, Caleb put himself between them, half blocking Molly from Fjord. 
"Please, Alpha, he's- M-Molly didn't... I d-don't..." 


Fjord slid back, letting Caleb put himself more firmly between them. It was impressive, and 
extremely endearing, that the man was trying to protect Molly. Caleb had only stepped in 
after the switch, so it was Molly he was trying to keep safe. 


It helped calm him, the quick and easy submission from the Omega finishing the job. "It's 
okay, Caleb, I know." 


He turned his attention to the Tiefling, tone a little apologetic. "What's the last thing you 
remember?" 


"Crushing some black skull, crawling out of that hole. And... Jester messaging Caleb." Molly 
answered, guilt all over his face. "Did he.. Caleb, did he hurt you?" 


Caleb shook his head minutely, still keeping himself between them but half turning to look at 
Molly. "No. He was only upset that- that they h-had touched me." 


Caleb glanced between them, anxiety building at the admission. Lucien was possessive of 
him, wanted him, and had understandably been upset at the apparent scent claim put on him 
by the pirate. Molly and Fjord were kind to him, but didn't want him that way. Might even 
less so now. And... and he really didn't want that. He wanted to be covered in their scent, for 
the feeling of the Revelry hands to be less than a memory. 


"He- h-he would have just marked me, again, as his, I think. If- if you... maybe would?" Caleb 
stammered, heart skipping in his chest as he spoke the request. "I want to be yours, and I 
can't- I don't- don't want their scent on me, or- or to go... go to the Chateau without- without 
b-belonging to..." 


"Hey, hey. It's okay, we can do whatever you need, we'll fix it." Fjord said soothingly, his 
gentle tone an abrupt counterpoint to the harsh ragged breaths Caleb found himself panting 
out. 


They would keep him, wouldn't make him go back to the Chateau covered in the scent of a 
stranger, free for the taking. It would be fine. 


Caleb nodded, agreeing even as his hands shook. He wanted this, truly, but it was still 
terrifying. He began to undo his breeches, shaking as he met Fjord’s gaze. "C-can it be g- 
gentle? Please, I-" 


Fjords eyes widened, barking out a quick "No!" 


Caleb flinched, tremble worsening. That was fine, he could deal with it being rough. So long 
as they still wanted him. "Okay, I'll be good, I'll take it, I'll be good, just-" 


Molly reached to stop the mage, pulling his hands away before he could get too far trying to 
undress himself. The Tiefling pulled Caleb back against him, one arm wrapping over the 
Omega's stomach. "That's not what he meant love, calm down. First things first, do you want 
rules for this?" 


Caleb felt a rush of warmth, appreciation and desire all rolled into one for the Alpha behind 
him. Gods, some direction and guidance for what they expected of him. "Yes, please Alpha." 


"Okay, shh, it's okay, they're easy rules, alright? You say stop, we stop. Nothing hurts. Our 
job is to get the scent of those bastards off you, just like you want. Bonus points if it feels 

good, but you say stop and it stops." Molly listed out reasonably, and Caleb nodded quick 

agreement. 


"Molly..." Fjord said uncertainly. 


Caleb's heart fell, a pleading whine slipping from his throat. Fjord didn't want to do this, and 
that was- Caleb would accept the Alpha's decision, would deal with the rejection and the 
looming threat that the Chatteau offered. 


"He asked for them before." Molly explained to the warlock, gently running his free hand 
down Caleb's arm. He was following the agreed upon rules and it was the only thing keeping 
Caleb from apologizing to Fjord for having asked for this. 


"You know he hates the Chatteau." Molly added, dipping his head to kiss the bond mark he 
had left on Caleb's neck. "If this is what he needs to feel safe, it's not exactly a hardship to 
give it to him." 


Caleb shivered at the silk in Molly's tone, his own voice weak hearing it. "You don't- don't 
have to, I c-can-" 


"I want to." Molly interrupted with a low purr. "Everyone consents, remember? I wouldn't do 
this if I didn't want to." 


Caleb relaxed fully against Molly as Fjord agreed, chin tilting in submission when the Alpha 
moved forward to reach for him. 


The Alpha was slow, almost hesitant as if he didn't know where to start. Caleb knew he had 
to smell the foreign scent, even past the sand and salt water it was there. The body had lain 
on him for hours, you couldn't miss it. He wanted to be good though, so he stayed still and 
waited. Molly's breath against his cheek helped, the Alpha's purr a pleasant vibration when he 
nuzzled closer. 


He wanted them. Scary as the realization was, he knew he wanted them. 


He drew in a breath as Fjord finally touched him, the warlock not quite laying over him. 
“You’re sure? It’s okay if you-“ 


Caleb whined at the question, the Alpha’s hesitation. “Please? I want- want to be yours.” 


Fjord purred, leaning closer in answer. His hands were warm on Caleb’s stomach right below 
his ribs where the pirate had laid for so long. The Alpha’s breath was hot on his neck as he 
licked a slow stripe across the bond mark making Caleb shiver. 


He was just as slow and methodical trailing up Caleb's torso, touch light and almost teasing 
enough that the Omega had to bite back a groan. He was almost angry they hadn't been like 
this for his heat, it would have been divine. A fucked-out bliss with no soreness or feeling of 
cold rejection. 


Fjord paused, head tilting as he took in the scent at Caleb’s throat. His voice was heady, a 
deep pull that Caleb wanted to drown in. “Why is Beau’s...” 


Caleb answered quickly, anything to get Fjord to keep going. 


“She w-was who Avantika was- was giving me to.” Caleb stammered, and not because of fear 
this time. “But- but she stopped, as soon as she left, and we- we came to you, Alpha.” 


Fjord hummed as a response, Caleb’s pulse skipping with sudden worry. Molly’s breath was 
in his ear a moment later, speaking in a silky tone. “You did good. That’s good. Our good 
Omega.” 


Caleb whined, trying to arch up into Fjord’s touch when he finally continued. Molly’s words 
and Fjord’s growled agreement sent a warm thrill through him. 


Gods, he just needed... more. Molly's arm was still around him, holding him still in a way 
that made him ache in such a pleasant way. Fjord's scent was everywhere, his hands gentle 
and non-sexual in a way that made Caleb throb with need. It felt safe because he knew they 
would stop if he asked, his heart skipping as he realized he believed that. 


They weren’t using him, but a part of him wished they were. This was the gentle love making 
he wanted to have again. Caleb would have begged, except he knew it would probably make 
the warlock stop. Gods, he needed him never to stop, this was bliss. 


"Please." Caleb whined, panting as his hands twitched wanting to reach out. As expected, 
Fjord began to pull away and Caleb nearly keened at the loss. "N-no. Please, can I- can I 
touch?" 


Both Alpha's purred and Molly's lips at his neck near made him come undone. "Of course." 


Even with the permission, Fjord seemed surprised when Caleb thread his fingers through the 
Alpha's hair. He was careful not to be demanding, leading wasn’t his place and he didn’t want 
to, but Fjord followed the unspoken desire anyway. 


Fjord’s arms bracketed him on either side, the Alpha’s body covering his completely. 
Between him and Molly, Caleb felt safe finally, calm and claimed and safe. They wanted him, 
had risked their lives to keep him, and he... he couldn’t even begin to say how much that 
meant to him. 


Caleb was purring before he realized it, arching as best he could with Molly’s arm at his 
waist. He rubbed his cheek against Fjord’s, drawing in deep breaths of the Alpha’s scent. 
Molly was behind him and too difficult to reach, though he wished to do the same with the 
Tiefling. Molly could scent him easily enough, and when he did Caleb whined in pleasure at 
the sensation. 


Molly tensed behind him, holding tighter briefly, and growling low in his throat as he pressed 
his head against Caleb's shoulder. The Alpha’s hips were flush to Caleb, so it was impossible 
to miss the Tiefling’s desire. The scent, the feeling, Caleb knew intimately. He knew, but it 
didn't bother him. Molly was still gentle, didn't bite or hit. It was... nice. Somehow didn’t feel 
like he was in danger of being used at all, though it probably should. It felt good to have been 
the reason for his pleasure. 


It did point out to him Fjord’s equal amount of arousal, giving the mage a little more pause 
considering their positions. Fjord shifted above him, leaning so he was to the side rather than 
directly trapping Caleb against Molly. He drew back from kissing Caleb’s jaw and neck, 
breath tickling Caleb’s overly sensitive skin. “Do you want to stop?” 


Caleb hesitated, stomach beginning to tighten. He did and didn’t. He knew Fjord had the 
same physical reaction as Molly, could scent it and feel the man’s desire pressed against his 
thigh. But he didn’t want this to go further, he wasn’t really ready for that, and he wasn’t so 
sure it was off the table still if they continued. 


Looking away, Caleb nodded. 
Fjord purred an approval, placing one last kiss to his cheek before shifting to sit upright. 


"Sorry..." Molly murmured in embarrassed guilt, unburying his face from Caleb's shoulder 
as he let go of the mage. 


Caleb just turned his head, shifting a little to be able to kiss the Alpha. He didn't want an 
apology, didn't need one. This had been just as Molly had promised, it had been good. “Don’t 
be. I... do not mind.” 


"We should head back, with the others." Fjord said huskily, looking around at the now empty 
beach. The rest of the Nein had left to give the three of them some privacy now that they 
were in the relative safety of Nicodranas. 


Caleb purred as he pulled back slightly from Molly, nodding agreement as he nuzzled at the 
Alpha's neck to comfort him. He sat up more fully when Fjord stood, looking up at the 
warlock as he registered what had been said. "To... the Chateau?" 


"We're not leaving you there." Molly promised quickly. 


"We won't." Fjord echoed, helping both to their feet. "But a bath, and some food, are certainly 
called for." 


aaa 


Food was easy enough, and for Molly so was a bath. But Fjord found himself at an impasse 
with a nervous but somehow content Omega that refused to be left by both Alpha's at once. 
He didn't want to overstep, which he thought joining Caleb in a bath would be, but both of 

them reeked. 


He had led Caleb to the door, offered to stand guard, and Caleb had nodded but hadn't let go 
of his hand to enter. 


"If..." Caleb began, looking away. "If I... promise to be good, to not touch or- or do anything 
you don't approve, would... you, ah, stay? With me?" 


Fjord flushed, mouth and throat immediately dry despite knowing full well it wasn't they type 
of invitation certain parts of him were jumping to attention for. "Anything you want." 


The tension dropped from Caleb's shoulders, the mage half looking toward him before finally 
stepping through the doorway to the baths. 


It was humid inside, steam coming from the large tubs of water. Fjord knew there was no one 
else in here, Jester and Yasha had made sure of that before he'd offered Caleb his turn. A 
change of clothes had already been set aside, one for Fjord too since he had planned on 
bathing right after the wizard. 


Caleb hesitated again near the water, and Fjord took that as a sign to give him a little space. 
The Omega let him go when he pulled his hand back, though watched him with a nervous 
anxiety. 


Fjord smiled at him softly, reaching up to stroke Caleb’s cheek carefully. He adored how 
Caleb leaned into the touch. Fjord would do anything the Omega asked, anything to make 
him feel safe. “I won’t look, and I don’t expect anything of you. No one will bother you.” 


Promise made, Fjord turned his back, sitting on the warm stone floor and trying to be as non- 
threatening as possible. The sound of the wizard’s clothing dropping to the floor was 
followed quickly by a light splash, the man wasting no time in getting into the hot water. 
Some of Fjord’s own worries eased hearing the contented sigh, even if he was a little 
unhappy that the Omega wouldn’t smell like himself and Molly soon. He didn’t want to even 
begin to hope Caleb would want to do that again. The Omega had seemed to enjoy it, but 
Fjord worried it had just been relief. Desperation to have protection even here back at the 
mainland. 


The last thing Fjord wanted was to force anything onto Caleb. 


Fjord closed his eyes, even though he had his back to the mage. He was so worried about 
scaring Caleb, didn't want to do anything to make the Omega think Fjord was going to take 
advantage. He had been so calm and peaceful walking into the Chateau, hadn't even flinched 
when Marion had greeted them. Fjord wasn't sure he could handle being the one to ruin that. 


"Have I u-upset you, Alpha?" Caleb asked thinly, voice close enough Fjord almost turned to 
look his way. 


"Not at all!" Fjord answered quickly, wincing as a short splash told him Caleb had flinched 
away from the sharp denial. He folded his hands in his lap, breathing to bring his tone down. 
"Honestly, I'm worried I will upset you. Being here. I meant what I said, I won't look and I'll 
wait here until you're done. But I worry you would feel safer without me here. I'm not leaving 
unless you tell me, just... | don't want to scare you." 


Caleb’s only answer was a quiet ‘oh’ before Fjord heard him moving a little further away to 
continue washing. The mage was quiet as he finished bathing, enough so that Fjord started to 
worry when Caleb got out and dressed just as silently. He only looked up when Caleb knelt 
down beside him, red hair still dripping with water. 


"I feel safer with you, and Molly. Here especially. I'm yours, and you both have made sure 
they know this." Caleb explained, brow furrowed as if he were trying to puzzle it out too. He 
paused for a moment, eyes flickering to the door, the tub, then back to Fjord. "May I stay?" 


If Caleb hadn't just have gotten clean, and Fjord weren’t still currently filthy... Fjord wanted 
so much to reach over and touch the Omega, brush the wary hope away and kiss him. Instead, 
he pushed away the longing and offered Caleb an out, just in case. "I can walk with you to 
Molly, if you would be more comfortable. You don’t have to be alone, but you don’t have to 
stay here if it would worry you.” 


Caleb bit his lip, attention drifting over to the door once more. Fjord appreciated that he was 
considering the option, wasn’t just agreeing out of fear to please. After a moment, Caleb 
shook his head as he settled more comfortably on the floor. “I trust you.” 


Fjord couldn’t have stopped the full-bodied purr if he had tried, his Alpha instincts preening 
at the words. His Omega trusted him. Caleb leaned back with a wrinkled nose when Fjord 
shifted towards him. 


“Sorry.” Fjord apologized quickly, blushing as he hurried to get up and move away from the 
Omega. Thankfully Caleb didn’t look afraid, but Fjord still scolded himself for having done 
that. He paused, noticing with surprise the slight smile on the wizard’s face. 


“Scent me after you bathe.” Caleb scoffed jokingly, smile wavering a moment later as 
uncertainty crossed his face. “If- if you wish, I mean...” 


“T would love to.” Fjord replied softly. “And Molly as well, if you want. And the rest of them. 
It was... difficult leaving you there. For all of us.” 


Caleb looked away, turning around and looking down at his hands. “Expositor Beauregard 
was there.” 


Fjord took the hint, stripping away his own sand and filth ridden clothes in order to get in the 
tub. He spoke as he did, a subtle way of giving Caleb both a distraction and a way for him to 
track Fjord’s movements. “She really came through. Preferably it would have been about a 
half hour sooner, but she got you out. We can figure the rest out later.” 


Fjord let out a groan as the hot water of the baths soothed his muscle. They’d been running 
nonstop since being dropped off at the Sunken Isles, pushing well past their usual limit. And 


all for nothing, considering. 
“You broke the seal.” Caleb stated with a note of shocked surprise in his tone. 


It wasn’t a question. Fjord hummed an affirmative, leaning his head back against the side of 
the tub as he sank further into the water. Trust Caleb to jump to the right answer 
automatically. 


Fjord wasn't exactly thrilled with how things had turned out either, but it had made sense at 
the time. Anything had been better than just sitting and waiting. He and Molly both would 
have gone mad knowing Caleb was being hurt because of them. Even with the Omega here 
and safe, Fjord's heart still ached remembering what Caleb had suffered for the short time 
spent in Avantika's hands. 


Fjord glanced over at a shuffling sound, eyebrows raising to find Caleb had turned around to 
stare at him. 
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Why? a 


Why would they do something so dangerous, so foolish. Bad enough they would have failed 
the task set before them by Zeenoth. The repercussions of which Caleb was unwilling to even 
consider right now. But now they had all but given the Revelry a very powerful weapon. 
Presuming Avantika could control this Uk’ otoa, but even if she could not, such a creature free 
would doubtless cause a great deal of destruction. Most notably on the coast, here, where 
Jester had family. 


Fjord sighed, shifting to stand more upright. 
Caleb regretted his demanding tone in an instant, forgetting that this was Fjord. 


For a moment, the sigh was one of disappointment, anger, annoyance... a million and more 
excuses to punish him. Alphas did not tolerate defiance, did not tolerate being spoken to in 
such a way. He had been through countless experiences that had very intimately and deeply 
impressed that knowledge into him. Caleb looked away quickly, cringing back with an 
apologetic whimper. "Please don't. I'm sorry, I d-did not- I should not have- have asked." 


"No, no, you should, you can, just-" Fjord hurried to say, sinking back down in the water. 
Caleb shuddered at the hesitation, too easily imagining all of the ‘just’ things that he would 
need to do in order to be allowed his question. 


"I think this is a conversation better had fully dressed. And perhaps with Molly." Fjord 
suggested finally. 


A fitting punishment for daring question the Alpha, made to wait outside the room. Or 
perhaps even wander the Chateau in search of Molly. The scent of the two Alphas lingered on 
him, true, but faintly. Not in a way he felt would keep him safe. Especially not if Fjord were 
upset with him. 


"Please... don't make me leave, please?" 


“You can stay.” Fjord assured him quickly, much to Caleb’s relief. “I didn’t mean- I’m 
messing this up again, I’m so sorry. Let me just finish, I’ll- I want to explain...” 


Caleb flushed in embarrassment, feeling foolish as he turned around quickly. His heart rate 
was slowing already, the present calmness of the Alpha soothing in that it was so jarringly 
different than any other who had owned him would react. Fjord was even gentle in correcting 
his slip up. 


Caleb had not wanted an audience while washing, Fjord had promised not to look and then 
had followed through. Caleb could hardly be surprised to have the same expectations put on 
him. He simply had been too shocked to rationalize what he was doing. He let out a slow 
breath, trying to calm the shaking, force away the rush of fear and adrenaline still causing his 
hands to shake. 


“S-sorry...” 


“Don’t be.” Fjord said easily, quick splashes of water telling Caleb the Alpha was hurrying 
through the process of cleaning. And from the sound of it on the other end of the pool. The 
extra added distance was... thoughtful, Caleb supposed. “Partnered with Molly, I’ve become 
a lot less self-conscious, this doesn’t bother me.” 


They sat in silence for a few minutes, the tension in Caleb’s shoulders rising with each 
passing moment. His question, more a demand really, still hung in the air. Despite his 
proclaimed trust in the Alpha, Caleb still found it difficult not to assume the man was upset 
with him. Was not planning some punishment to teach him his place. 


Caleb was both relieved and terrified when Fjord started talking, twitching with the effort to 
keep facing away and not watch for threats from the Alpha. 


“As I said, leaving you was difficult for all of us. Molly took it hard, he and I... both of us 
are- we like you, Caleb, a great deal.” Fjord spoke evenly, pausing for a moment as cloth 
ruffled. “I don’t think any of them know it was the last. Perhaps I should have told them, but 
it would have taken time, would have made us need to stop. I just- she had hurt you, Molly 
and I could feel your fear, and we couldn’t... deal with it. I don’t know if you heard, or... 
know what she was going to do if we failed, but I couldn’t let that happen. That is why.” 


They’d done it because of him. That was... so stupid. They’d thrown away any chance at 
pleasing Zeenoth, and Caleb would honestly have preferred having suffered a few days rather 
than know the wrath Astrid would likely face. Himself as well, if Zeenoth found out the exact 
reason for the pack’s failure. 


Back at the ship, Caleb had thought them biding their time or... or... he didn't know what. He 
hadn’t considered it fully at the time, had been worried about more pressing threats. But he 
had not thought they would actually break the seal that held what amounted to a minor deity 
at bay. For him. 


“You should not- I am not worth such a risk, such danger. You could have left me, come back 
at another time when you had the advantage.” Caleb insisted, not wanting to address the... 
near devotion to him in Fjord’s explanation. 


It would have been hell being left to Avantika. Absolute hell. If there was one thing Luten 
had gotten right, it was that the Revelry would have near ruined him. “I don’t matter near 


enough to risk the wrath of the Empire, I am just an Omega, you-“ 


“Don’t talk about yourself like that.” Fjord said firmly, somehow sounding intimidating even 
as he walked into Caleb’s line of sight with a towel draped over his head. 


Caleb looked up at him, frustration curling in his chest. He didn’t want to follow the line of 
logic Fjord had laid out, the affection that went with it. Even accepted as true, there was no 
way it would last when the truth of it all came out. It was more comfortable, safer, to grasp 

onto the straws of denial. “You have allies here, I am not-“ 


“Insult yourself again and I’m going to growl at you.” Fjord warned, tone serious enough that 
Caleb’s jaw snapped shut. 


A growl was hardly a punishment, hardly discipline at all. As far as threats went, it barely 
counted as one in comparison to those Caleb had received before. Instinct still had him 
backing up in his mind, stepping away from the proverbial line drawn in the sand. 


Fjord moved closer, kneeling down in front of him. 


"You do matter. You are worth it. I care about you, deeply. I don’t like you saying such things 
about yourself. I'm not going to hit you. I won't force myself on you. I won't hurt you in any 
way.” Fjord growled lowly, the sound soft enough it was just shy of being a purr. His fingers 
were gentle across the Omega's cheek as he touched, a light comfort that Caleb could find no 
threat in. “But don’t speak badly of yourself.” 


Caleb nodded silently, waiting to feel some fear or resignation at the order though none came. 
He just wanted to please, and Fjord... never gave orders. It made Caleb see this one as all the 
more important to the Alpha. 


“You don’t have to return my affection; you don’t need do anything you don’t want. Just 
know that it is there.” Fjord continued. 


“What of Molly?” Caleb asked lightly, voice shaking a little as he leaned into the touch. He 
didn’t deserve this kind of affection, part of him still wanting to shy away from it. It had 
always been dangerous to be loved by an Alpha, but even those who made that claim had 
never treated him with such care and respect. None of those would have stopped at just 
scenting him on the beach. 


“He adored you the moment he first met you.” Fjord admitted, continuing softly. “Again, 
neither of us expect anything from you, not if you don't want to give it.” 


“But you haven’t told him. About the seal. It’s- What if he regrets it?” Caleb asked. What if 
Molly agreed and thought Caleb was not worth such a great risk? His heart jumped into his 
throat at Fjord’s reply, the warlock’s hands gentle in helping him to stand. 


“Let’s go find out.” 


aaa 


“And then I was all ‘Traveler, help me out man, we are totally drowning in dead bodies!’, and 
he just swans in and goes ‘all these bleached bones- blah blah- but hey, look at that one’.” 
Jester exclaimed, flailing her arms and throwing herself onto the bed in front of Marion. 


“And momma, it was this black skull, like with antlers and it was so creepy!” 


“You sure you’re not giving him credit for something you saw? He’s not usually so direct.” 
Beau scoffed, glancing over at Yasha. 


She hadn’t heard the full story about what they’d gotten up to while she and Caleb had been 
stuck on the ship, and she knew Jester generally told a watered-down version to her mom. 
Leaving out all the near dying and really bad parts. Which... considering the current recount, 
made Beau a little worried. Especially if it had been bad enough that the Traveler had been 
helpful for once. 


A tight reflexive worry twisted in Beau’s chest when Yasha just dipped her head in a short 
nod. It had to have been rough, really rough, if Jester’s plea to her patron had resulted in him 
pointing out something so simply. They’d asked for his help before and gotten riddles every 
time. Helpful if and when they figured it out, but they’d still had to work for it. 


Beau knew they were safe now, had spent near half an hour with Yasha and Jester in the baths 
just being together... but it was still a close thing not to panic retroactively for the danger 
they’d been in. 


She pushed the worry away, tuning back in as Jester finished her re-telling. 


“-had all of these hamster unicorns, and they were keeping the bones away, and Caduceus’s 
bugs helped too, and Molly smashed the skull, and all of the bones just went crashing to the 
ground!” Jester finished, wiggling her way up to let Marion wrap her in a hug. 


“Dear, little Sapphire, that is... quite the adventure.” Marion said, the glance she sent Beau’s 
way mirroring the monk’s own feeling of concern. “I am very glad you have made it back 
safely.” 


“Yeah, I don’t think we’ve done anything as close as that one.” Jester agreed, snuggling into 
the Ruby’s arms. 


“That is very good to hear.” Marion said, relief in her tone. 


“Oh!” Jester chirped, sitting up and looking around the room in sudden excitement. “I wanted 
to show you some of the cool things I drew while we were on the ocean. The Traveler told 
me about these things called dolphins, and Yasha tried to see some, and I drew them-“ 


“You're book’s back up at the room.” Beau said affectionately, the joyful bubbling 
personality of Jester soothing the remnants of worry. Jester was fine, was safe, was happy. It 
was enough. “I'll go get it for you, alright? Stay here with your mom.” 


Beau nudged Jester back toward Marion from where the cleric had been about to rush out. 
The Ruby had a full schedule later this evening and tomorrow, and Beau was happy to run 


down the hall if it meant giving Jester more time with her mom. They wouldn’t be able to 
stay for long, would probably need to leave tomorrow in all honesty. 


Jester beamed at her, skipping over to give Beau a kiss on the cheek. Her tail curled around, 
sliding against the back of Beau’s leg as Jester leaned back to give her a cheeky look. Oh, she 
was definitely going to get it later, playing dirty like that with Marion right there. Thankfully, 
the Ruby was distracted by Yasha telling her about the sea creatures Jester had mentioned. 
Beau narrowed her eyes, unable to bite back a grin at the mischievous shine to Jester’s 
expression. 


Beau spared a glance to check Marion was still distracted, then leaned in to steal a real kiss 
from Jester before backing away. She laughed at how the Tiefling pouted, Jester trying and 
failing to grab at Beau to keep her from slipping away. 


“Be back in a minute.” Beau offered with a smirk, darting out the door. 


The walk to their rooms was just a short distance, everyone having dumped all their stuff into 
the largest one. Beau was kinda hoping Jester and Yash would sneak off with her for a while, 
but after that she wanted to be with the rest of the pack. It would probably do them all good 
to spend the night together, able to reassure themselves everyone was alive and well in case 
they woke up to less than pleasant dreams. 


It wouldn’t be the first time for any of them. 


Beau paused as she walked into the room, surprised to see Molly in there at all, much less 
alone. A bit of a red flag, though she wasn’t entirely sure if it were something to worry about. 
She hesitated a little before heading over to dig around Jester’s bag to find the book. "Hey, 
what are you doing here? Figured you'd have found Caleb and Fjord again." 


He didn’t answer, which was a second red flag. Beau’s attention shifted to him fully, gripping 
the drawing book as she straightened. “You alright? What’s wrong?” 


"Nothing, I'm fine." Molly growled. 


Beau narrowed her eyes, studying him for a moment. He wasn't Lucien, even if he wasn't 
being his normal self. He was being a bit of an ass, yeah, and that was normal. But there was 
something off about it. Maybe Lucien’s appearance earlier was bothering him? 


"If you’re upset about Lucien earlier, I don't think Caleb's even bothered by it, so-" Beau 
began, though Molly interrupted. 


"I'm not upset about that, I just..." Molly snapped quickly before he trailed off, curling up 
with his arms around his knees and back braced against the headboard. 


"You might as well tell me what's bothering you so I can tell you that it's not worth beating 
yourself up over and then I can bring Jester her stuff." Beau stated in one long breath, 
feigning exasperation to get some kind of response from him. 


"Or you fuck off and let me sulk in peace." Molly retorted. 


Beau smirked. Him admitting that something was bothering him was a win in her books. She 
sent a mental apology to Jester for not returning with the requested drawings. Beau tossed it 
back on top of Jesters bag, then strolled over to sprawl comfortably across the chair in the 
room. "Sulking is a favorite pass time of mine. Tell me what we're sulking about and I'll join 
you." 


Much to her surprise, his indignation turned very quickly to embarrassed shame. The Tiefling 
flushed a deep violet, looking very carefully away. "I'd rather not." 


Beau hummed but didn't push the issue. She could figure it out herself. She turned to sit 
sideways on the chair, letting her legs hang over the arm as she stared at the ceiling. 


There were only a couple things that could get Molly this upset. It was at himself, so that 
narrowed it down to either having to do with Lucien, Caleb, or both. He had sounded honest 
enough dismissing Lucien's appearance, and all three of them had been the most chill when 
meeting back up. 


She hadn't seen anything happen between them at all, even once they'd reached the Chateau. 
Caleb hadn’t seemed afraid, or even nervous, when they’d accepted Marion’s invitation to 
sleep the night in their usual rooms. They’d gotten some food, because all of them were 
starving and they knew for a fact Caleb hadn’t eaten in at least two days. 


Then Molly had broken off to go get clean, everyone else filtering out in ones and twos to do 
the same. Fjord and Caleb had been last. 


Now that Beau thought about it, Molly had been absent since he'd left to get cleaned up. 
Which meant something had to have happened there. He was embarrassed, not pissed, so 
Beau doubted anyone had said anything to upset him. 


Taking his long absence and lack of any evidence of a fight or argument, and the scent that 
had clung to the trio upon arriving... 


"Pretty sure you've never felt guilty about doing that in the baths before. In fact, once you 
even bragged about it just to see Fjord spit out his drink." Beau pointed out, guessing at what 
exactly he’d been up to alone. She wasn’t judging, because between herself, Yasha, and 
Jester... it had amounted to the same activity. 


Molly cringed into himself a little, tone caustic as he replied. "We've never had someone 
around who assumes we'd gladly use him for any urges before. So, it's not exactly the same." 


"Doesn't make it bad." 
"Yes, it does, Beau." Molly huffed, unfurling and stretching out his legs. 


Beau shifted to sit up straighter, abandoning the unconcerned disinterest she'd been 
projecting. Molly had a more open body language, and she responded in kind. He hadn't held 
any of the shit she had put Caleb through against her, the least she could do was try to get it 
through his thick skull that he hadn't done anything wrong. They have all three been drenched 


in the scent of sex, for all it hadn't gone that far, and Caleb had still practically been making 
heart eyes at them both. It was little surprise Molly had needed some relief. 


Hell, after the stress of the past few days her own trio had needed to blow off some steam. It 
was just...biology on some level. And a coping mechanism on another. 


"He had to know how you reacted to whatever went on at the beach. He wasn’t afraid of you 
coming back here." Beau pointed out bluntly, leaning forward to brace her elbows on her 
knees. "You got some alone time and were fantasizing, so what? Or does that all of a sudden 
mean that when he walks in here, you're gonna throw him down and have your merry way 
with him." 


Molly growled lowly, red eyes drifting over to her. Even the idea of that made him bristle, 
furious because he knew that had to have happened to the mage before. "I know you're 
making a point but if you say that again, I can't promise I won't hit you." 


The absolute LAST thing he needed was Caleb hearing any part of that snippet of 
conversation and worrying about that any more than he already did. Molly had gotten the 
sense that, currently, Caleb didn't really think they would force themselves on him. Beau had 
a point, Caleb hadn’t been afraid of them really. What little fear that had shown up was more 
a trained reaction over years of abuse. It was a fragile trust and Molly would do anything to 
keep from breaking it. Even punching Beau in the face. 


Granted, he probably wouldn't even come close to hitting her, especially since he just gave 
her warning. 


"He's gonna be a while in the bath." Beau said dismissively, picking up on his reason for 
snipping at her. "Fjord went with him, and you know they'll have to take turns, so it's gonna 
take twice as long." 

Molly frowned, an additional guilt joining the rest in his stomach. "Fuck, I didn't... should I... 
he didn't want to be alone, but I just- I thought he'd go with Jester or Cad or something." 


"Yash and Jes cleared out the baths, don't worry. And Jes offered, but Caleb didn't want to." 
Beau explained, reclining back like it was no big deal. She rolled her eyes looking at Molly. 
"Relax, okay? You know he's safe here and Fjord wouldn't let anyone touch him without half 
tearing this place down anyway." 


Molly had to give it to her, she was mostly right. And it did make him feel better. Not by 
much, but... enough he could give her his usual gentle snark. "Only half?" 


Beau snorted, lifting an eyebrow and giving him a once over. "You gonna keep being an ass 
to yourself or are you good?" 


The door opened before Molly could reply, Fjord stepping through with Caleb at his side. 
Both were clean now; hair still damp from having come straight from the baths. 


Molly's face flamed a dark hued Caleb walked in, the Tiefling instantly looking away. Beau 
sat up straighter, brow furrowing at the edge of tension in the mage. He was doing a good job 
hiding it, but it was still there. “What happened?” 


"Nothing." Fjord assured, shaking his head. "Where is everyone?" 


"Yasha and Jess are with Marion. Jester wanted to see her now, since she’s entertaining later." 
Beau told him, eyes narrowing. She didn’t believe him, at least not completely. It hadn’t been 
‘nothing’, but it hadn’t been something big enough to worry or upset the warlock. The way 
Fjord and Caleb both were eyeing Molly gave her a hint. "You guys need a minute?" 


"A few, if you don't mind." Fjord admitted, throwing her an appreciative look. 


"I don't mind. Gotta bring Jes her book anyway.” Beau shrugged, getting up and snatching the 
art book from Jester’s things before turning to the wizard. “Caleb, you good with it?" 


The mage startled at the question, turning wide and surprised eyes onto the monk. "I- what?" 
“Are you good staying here with them?” Beau repeated patiently. 


It was not something Caleb expected to be asked, wasn’t something he’d considered he had a 
choice in. It was doubly unexpected to have the choice offered to him by Beauregard of all 
people. “I, ah, y-yes, I am- I wish to... to stay.” 


Beau nodded easily, glancing at the other two. “Veth and Cad went out to pick up a few 
things. I’ll bring the others when they get back.” 


Caleb shifted his weight uneasily once she’d left, uncertain how to feel being alone with the 
two Alphas. Especially after what Fjord had said. He was still firmly telling himself that it 
wasn’t true, that they couldn’t possibly care about him in such a way. He was Omega. Had 
been told countless times how worthless he was. Less than nothing, not even a person to the 
vast majority of the Empire. 


Fjord said he mattered, seemed confident Molly would agree, that they would al/ agree. It 
was at odds with the past twelve years of his life and, weak as it made him, he was afraid to 
fully accept Fjord’s words as true. Because... what Fjord had done was on a scale to what 
Caleb himself might have done for Astrid or Eodwulf. 


Fjord loved Molly. And Molly loved Fjord. But if they were willing to go to such lengths, 
without regret or blame for him, then... that meant they felt the same. That fierce anger, the 
frustration, at seeing either of them hurt... that was what they felt for him. 


Fjord at least, but the Alpha had promised Molly felt the same. 


“IT know we plan on catching everyone up and discussing what to do next.” Fjord began, 
drawing in a breath and looking over at Caleb a moment. He turned his attention back to 
Molly, rubbing the back of his neck and dropping his gaze down to the ground. “And I know 
you and I haven’t discussed it recently, not at much length. You know my feelings on it, and I 
believe I know yours...” 


“Fjord, you’re rambling and leaving out important parts.” Molly prompted, an uncertain 
caution in his tone as his eyes glanced between them. 


“Right.” Fjord grumbled, blushing. “Uh, Caleb asked why we broke the seal. And I told him 
how we, I felt.” 


“You- oh.” Molly intoned, relaxing back at the admission. He looked over at Caleb, smiling 
softly. “Yeah, I’m in on that too, Love. Not that we expect anything of you, the beach was 
fantastic, any time you want that just say so, I’m game. I care about you too and-“ 


“Rambling, Molly.” Fjord chuckled, a fond purr rolling from him as Molly threw him a glare. 
“Fjord said he had not told you all of it.” Caleb said, tone edging just to the side of insistent. 
“Told me what?” Molly hedged, instantly wary. 


"We broke the seal on the orb." Fjord stated with a sigh, continuing when Molly nodded in 
perplexed agreement. "It wasn't just a seal, it was the /ast seal. Which Caleb, clever that he is, 
figured out right away.” 


“Wait, how do we know that was the last one for sure?” Molly asked. 


“She had two of the orbs already on her person. Beauregard said there were only three 
artifacts.” Caleb pointed out. 


Fjord nodded. “I saw the same in those times I spoke with her alone. I didn't tell any of you at 
the time, I was... hoping it wouldn't be needed. And I am going to explain when we all get 
together." 


"Oh...." Molly intoned, shifting to sit at the edge of the bed. "Well. Shit. That is going to 
make things hard to fix." 


"Yes." Fjord snorted, though his humor was dampened by the fear still clinging to the Omega 
with him. 


Molly's brow furrowed, his attention moving to Caleb. "Is that what's wrong? You think we'll 
be mad at you for that?" 


"I think you would regret such a thing. The creature would have been sealed for a reason." 
Caleb explained, absolute conviction in his tone. "Some monster left over from the Calamity, 
releasing it...I'm not worth that." 


Molly bristled, torn between indignation that Caleb would say that (and mean it) and 
annoyance that Fjord had growled at the mage for it. Really growled, warning and all that it 
implied included. 


"I'm not." Caleb insisted, voice quieter, thinner, in the face of Fjord's displeasure. Quiet, but 
still sure of the truth in his words. 


Indignation won out, but before Molly could deny the wizards statement Fjord's growl shifted 
from warning to straight dominance. It sent a pool of hot desire racing through Molly's blood, 
despite the relief he'd gotten himself during his bath. It had been way too long since Fjord let 


go, let himself be Alpha and dominant, and seeing it now was just as much a turn on as 
always. 


Caleb reacted less pleasurably, the Omega's eyes going wide as Fjord moved in front of him. 
There was no aggression in Fjord, but Caleb's legs still shook and would have buckled if not 
for the Alphas hand coming out to cup his jaw. 


"You are." Fjord said in a low growl, bending close to speak the words into Caleb's ear. He 
was slow, gentle with his touch, but unrelenting in scolding the mage. His voice was a low 
rumble, a quiet that carried to Molly. “I told you not to speak of yourself like that, did I not.” 


The scent of slick was creeping up over that of the Omega's fear, Caleb's breath hitching as 
Fjord tilted his head and rumbled a low growl against his throat. “You are worth everything.” 


"S-sor-" 


"You are worth it." Fjord interrupted the apology, stepping toe to toe with the Omega. Caleb 
stood rooted to the spot, pinned by the intensity of Fjords attention. "Say it. I want you to say 
it." 

Caleb whined high in his throat and that was definitely a sound of needy pleasure. 

And oh. Okay. Molly was discovering that, if Caleb ever found himself interested in more 
than scents and cuddling, but only wanted one of them, Molly would be just as well off 


watching. Fuck. Being the focus of that dominance was nothing to seeing the easy calm and 
confident composure in the warlock. 


Molly was already aching and Fjord was just talking. 


Fjord brushed the Omega's neck with his lips, a teasing touch and the only touch he gave 
beyond his hand still at Caleb's jaw. 


“You’re good. I won’t hurt you, I’m not angry. But you are worth it.” Fjord said gently, 
easing back on the intensity though he didn’t move from his position. “Will you say it? Be 
good for me?” 


"I.. I-I am, ah, worth- worth 1-it." Caleb spoke, shaky and breathless. 


"Yes, you are. Good boy. Good Omega." Fjord purred the words, running a hand through 
Caleb's hair and finally pulling the wizard into his arms. 


"F-fuck.." Caleb breathed out the expletive, almost a moan as Fjord nipped and sucked lightly 
at the bond mark on his neck. Caleb even moved closer, pressing flush against the Alpha. 


After a moment Fjord drew back, sliding his hands down Caleb's arms to make sure the mage 
was okay standing on his own. "We'll figure out how to stop it. Seal it again, or kill it if we 
have to." 


"You can't kill a god." Caleb pointed out weakly, still trembling a little under Fjord’s hand. 
He was speaking though, so Molly thought perhaps he wasn't too afraid. Or afraid at all. He 


was flushed, aroused, but Molly couldn't find much trace of fear in Caleb's scent. 


"Why don't we find out more about it, before we decide it is or isn't killable." Fjord 
suggested, softening and leaning closer to rub his cheek against Caleb's temple. 


Molly was... a little jealous, a lot turned on, and had no idea what to do with either of those 
things. Fjords sudden playfulness as the warlock looked his way did nothing to alleviate his 
hard on. 


"Mollymauk, I've been neglecting you." 


Molly nodded, throat too tight with desire to do much more than release a few strangled 
words. "Yes, fuck..." 


Fuck me, he wanted to say. To beg pretty please, uncaring of the usual draw of a play for 
dominance. He just wanted, and watching Fjord swagger over with an extra amount of 
confidence just made that desire grow.. 


Fjord, the absolute bastard, was laughing at him, chuckling as he began to herd Molly back 
toward the center of the bed. Molly forgave him though, because the warlock turned to Caleb 
to invite the mage over. "Did you still want us to scent you? The others too when they come 
back?" 


Molly tried not to be too eager, gaze snapping over to Caleb hopefully. 


Caleb took a step closer, pausing as he glanced nervously at the door. "It- will it be the same? 
Ah, even when they return?" 


Molly nodded, answering as Fjord was busy curling around him and mingling their scents. 
"Yes, you say stop and we stop. Everyone consents or we don't do it at all. Everyone plays by 
the rules." 


He added the last as extra caution, knowing Caleb was most nervous with Beau and the monk 
would be involved as well. Molly was looking forward to them all reaffirming the feeling of 
pack, the reassurance that came with it. 


Molly was neat vibrating by the time Caleb walked over. It was probably for the best that 
Fjord was wrapped around him, keeping his from reaching out to the mage. He couldn't help 
a needy pleading whine, a need of which Caleb made infinitely worse by tilting his head in 
the most adorable confusion. 


Caleb was careful joining them, a little leery of getting on the bed. He was... very keenly 
aware of the physical reaction of the two Alphas, his own matching theirs. He didn't want sex 
though, no matter how his body felt. The thought of it still worried him, though he was 
beginning to realize these two would probably be just as gentle as Wulf and Astrid had been. 
And really (following that comparison)... if what Fjord had just done was how Eodwulf had 
enforced his rules, it was no wonder Astrid used to break them on purpose sometimes. 


As much as that intrigued him, as much as he found himself very much wanting to explore 
that, this was not the place for it. Caleb was not comfortable in the Chateau in the first place 
and it was not his ideal location for testing the temperaments of his Alphas in bed. 


Even so, it didn't bother him that Fjord was paying such intimate attention to Molly, didn't 
worry him at all. It was another mirror to Wulf and Astrid. Caleb had been with them, but not 
a part of such activities sometimes. They had always respected his preference on those times 
his desire did not match theirs. Right now, Caleb didn t question the belief that Fjord and 
Molly would do the same. 


He slid to Molly's other side, submitting as he asked. "May I... ah..." 


The Tiefling let out another high whine as Fjord stroked across his tail, almost choking on an 
emphatic yes to Caleb's request before he'd even made it. 


Caleb leaned into Molly, breathing in the smokey husk of Alpha as Molly pulled him into a 
hug and began scenting him. The Alpha scent was heavy with desire, but so long as he and 
Fjord kept that directed at each other, Caleb felt safe enough. 
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See the end of the chapter for notes 


Fjord was beyond relieved that Caleb joined him and Molly, that he hadn’t changed his mind. 
It made it a whole lot easier to ignore the creeping doubt, the worry that he’d pushed too far. 
But Caleb had seemed okay with things, had even appeared to have /iked the gentle 
dominance. Fjord hadn’t expected to like it so much, though most of his pleasure came from 
seeing and scenting the same on Caleb. 


He eased off from teasing Molly once the Omega joined them on the bed, not wanting to get 
his mate too worked up when they weren’t likely going to be able to finish it. At least not 
right now. Certainly not with Caleb here, not until they’d discussed it. Molly wasn’t shy 
about putting on a show, but Fjord wasn’t entirely certain he’d be too into that. 


Even if the thought of his Omega watching and wanting and approving was... tantalizing, to 
say the least. 


Watching the two of them was pleasant; Molly had Caleb’s back to his chest, holding him 
much like he had at the beach. The bloodhunter had nudged Caleb’s shirt out of the way 
enough to kiss and suck at the Omega’s collar bone as his hands pet along near every inch of 
the mage. Molly pulled back slightly, nipping as Caleb’s jaw as he asked. “Can I kiss you, 
love?” 


Caleb’s purr stopped, the man flickering a nervous look towards Fjord. 


Fjord just waited, tilting his head a little as he tried to convey that he didn’t mind. He loved 
them both equally, was secure in Molly’s love for him. Caleb fit. He was the balance they’d 
been lacking, and Fjord knew that just as much now as when he’d first met the man. When 
Caleb had been offered to them, Fjord had hoped. Seeing the Omega, that hope had grown. 
Getting to know him... Fjord couldn’t imagine anything else but Caleb being a part of his 
and Molly’s life. 


Caleb looked back up at Molly after a moment, submitting with a quiet agreement. “Yes.” 


Molly was gentle kissing Caleb, a light touch of his lips until Caleb pressed up to deepen it. 
Fjord’s heart skipped at the initiative the mage showed, the interest. He was hesitant still, and 
Fjord wouldn’t feel comfortable taking this any further until Caleb viewed them as all equal, 
but... it was a delight to see a return of the affection they felt towards him. 


Fjord gained Molly’s attention by moving closer again, once the two had broken apart, the 
warlock leaning up to cup the Tiefling’s face and capture his lips in a kiss. He kept it light, 
only licking teasingly at his mate’s lips before pulling back. He settled beside Molly, tugging 
lightly at Caleb’s feet until the mage moved his legs into Fjord’s lap. 


Molly had to hide his face in Caleb’s shoulders as the Omega shifted and turned. Fjord 
couldn’t help but chuckle at the whine Molly let out, not feeling even the slightest remorse 
for it. Caleb was a little red in the face, but still pressed close to Molly once he was situated. 
Not afraid, not enough to ask to stop. Molly scowled at Fjord as he looked back up, the 
expression softening an instant later when Caleb purred again and tilted his head to scent 
Molly’s neck. 


“T don’t know how long they’Il take, but Beau will be back with the others soon enough.” 
Fjord said quietly, petting along Caleb’s calf as Molly stroked the wizard’s hair affectionately. 


“Which is Fjord’s way of saying that’s enough.” Molly chuckled. 
Caleb only hummed, nuzzling a little closer to Molly cuddling him. 


The contentment in Caleb’s tone was soothing enough to erase all lingering doubts in Fjord’s 
mind. When he breathed in their scents, there was just calm. Pleasure too, plenty of that, 
which stroked Fjord’s ego as well as the instinct to protect and provide for his two 
packmates. 
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Caleb’s thoughts were a haze of calm contentment as the rest of the pack returned. Fjord and 
Molly made it easy to stop thinking, to just relax and let go. To feel safe. They asked before 
they did things, stopped well before he became uncomfortable or worried. The only thing that 
may have made that moment better would have been if Fjord had deigned kiss him too. 


He hadn’t found the courage to ask, not wanting to risk disrupting the gentle mood. And 
Fjord had called a stop to it all just moments later anyway, so chances were high that he 
would have been refused. 

Caleb buried his nose in Molly’s neck as he watched the others enter the room, purr quieting 
a little but not stopping. 


Jester was riding piggyback on Yasha, the cleric sliding off as the two reached the center of 
the room. Beauregard was behind them, watching them with some amusement. Caleb could 
catch the lingering scent of sex on the three of them, reflexive habit making him skim over 
Jester to make sure she was unhurt. She seemed fine, the cleric flitting about the room 
opening closets and drawers as she went. 


Fjord and Molly. Yasha and Beauregard. Eodwulf. The list of Alphas that treated their 
partners with care was growing, enough that Caleb wondered if he had it backwards. He’d 
thought Eodwulf the outlier, having no other reference for a kind Alpha since presenting. 


Caleb’s thoughts were interrupted by Fjord moving, the half-orc sliding out from beside him 
and Molly to stand up. Caleb grumbled a wordless complaint, not quite a growl, as Fjord 
reached to tug lightly in an attempt to get him to follow. Caleb would much rather stay here, 
cuddling with Molly (and Fjord if he’d come back). 


“Come on.” Fjord urged gently, prying him from Molly’s side. “Jester’s going to move stuff, 
build a big nest for us all.” 


Caleb perked up at that, moving more willingly away from the warmth that was Molly. A 
nest sounded amazing, even if (or maybe especially if) he was sharing it with the pack. Molly 
had said the rules applied to everyone, Fjord had agreed, and both had claimed him enough 
he felt confident they would enforce those rules. 


He turned his attention to where Jester was throwing all her supplies into the large open space 
on the other side of the bed. She had enough supplies to make it comfortable but was doing it 
wrong. It was just... it would work, but it was wrong. Caleb scowled as he slipped over to 
help her fix it, moving some pillows and blankets to better spots. He was halfway through 
tugging a comforter out of her hands before he realized what he was doing. 


He took in a sharp breath, dropping the blanket and stepping back with a stuttered apology. 


Molly was behind him in an instant, the Alpha purring and nibbling at his neck with quiet 
assurances. “Don’t apologize, love, you did nothing wrong. It’s okay to help.” 


Jester bend down to grab the offending blanket, pressing it back into his grip. “Yeah, for sure, 
it’s about time someone did some actual helping instead of just standing around all useless.” 


She threw a mock glare over at the other three Alphas that were just standing around 
watching, Beau shrugging unrepentant. “It’s not like I know what you’re trying to do.” 


Jester rolled her eyes, putting her hands on her hips. “Momma said it’s a thing that helps, and 
it sounded really comfy.” 


She looked back at Caleb, stance softening. “But I really don’t know how to make one, and if 
you do I would really love it if you would help me?” 


Caleb was far more self-conscious and aware of the others watching, but Jesters cheerful 
enthusiasm was enough to distract him from the discomfort. Veth joined them a few minutes 
later and, between the three of them, they were able to construct an area that was large 
enough for all of them, and one that Caleb (mostly) approved of. 


It wasn’t perfect, but when Fjord reclined into the corner furthest from the door and let Caleb 
curl into his arms, it became a lot better. Molly joined them, the two Alphas purring quiet 
compliments to him as the others found a place in the growing pack pile. It was gentle chaos 
for a few minutes, Fjord and Caleb almost the center of the whirlwind of exchanged scents. 


Beauregard and Yasha even asked. Him. Before touching. The other three did too, of course, 
but it felt more significant from the Alphas. 


“So, what’s the plan now you guys?” Jester asked once they were all situated, the cleric’s 
own head pillowed on Beauregard’s lap. The monk was carding her fingers through Jester’s 
hair, playing with the blue strands gently. 


“We’ve got a while to figure things out.” Beau said unworriedly, tracing her fingers along the 
outside of Jester’s horns. “Zeenoth won’t know the difference between the one we lost or any 
other artifact. We can hunt down one of the others and grab it.” 


“There aren’t any. That was the last one.” Fjord admitted. “Avantika already had the other 
two.” 


“What?” Beau snapped with sudden tension, eyes narrowing. “That was- Dammit Fjord, 
don’t you think that’s something you should have to/d us!?” 


Caleb shuddered, shrinking back at the anger in the monk’s tone. Fjord wrapped his arms 
more securely around the mage as a result, not rising to Beau’s snapped demand. “I’m telling 
you now. Would it have changed what you did? If you’d known?” 


The unspoken question being whether she would have left Caleb there. 


“No.” Beau snapped back, just as adamant as her anger faded and worry took it’s place. 
“But... fuck, that’s... fuck, Zeenoth is gonna be pissed.” 


“Tt’s... 1t’s okay though, we can fix it?” Jester asked worriedly. “The Revelry is like, always 
fighting the Clovis Concord right? So, we have to fix it.” 


“We will.” Yasha assured Jester evenly, shifting a little closer to the two. “Marion will be 
safe, we’ll make sure of it.” 


“Should we ask if she would stay at the keep with Luc and Yezza?” Veth offered, moving 
over to hug Jester’s side. “Just for a little while, until we can make sure that this Uk’ otao 
won’t be a threat?” 


Jester twisted her hands, shaking her head uncertainly. “I don’t know, she really doesn’t like 
leaving the Chateau. I don’t even know when’s the last time she left.” 


“She might not have to. It'll take some time before Avantika becomes a threat. From what I 
heard, she might be the new leader of the Revelry, but it’s not a complete consolidation of 
power.” Beau told them, speaking up once again. She was much calmer now, having thought 
through her initial reaction. “Her crew were loyal, but I’d say about half of them were in the 
‘too terrified to disobey’ kind of way.” 


“How many did we lose to her?” Fjord asked lowly, tone dark and riddled with guilt. 


“About ten, more or less. And I’m not counting the ones that they killed before we got away.” 
Beauregard reported. 


“Oh my gosh! What about Orly!? And Marius!?” Jester cried, jerking upright with wide eyes. 


“Relax, Jes, they’re fine.” Beau soothed her quickly, pressing her to relax back with a few 
kisses. “I think... Caleb?” 


“T, ah, cannot be certain, but they should be. I chose Luten’s house, as a destination.” Caleb 
admitted, face flushing a little as he looked away. 


“Smart.” Beau snorted, lips twitching into a grin when he glanced at her in surprise. 
“Familiar to you and close to home for them. We can check on them in the morning.” 


“Clever of you, sending them away.” Fjord praised, reiterating Beau’s compliment. “Thank 
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you. 
“Okay, so in the meantime, what do we do?” Jester asked. 

"I’m thinking maybe it's time to cut ties with the Empire?" Molly suggested. 
"They don't let people like us just retire." Beauregard warned. 


"No, but do you really want to deal with the fallout of this? And I’m not saying we cut and 
run, but there’s got to be other places we can do some research on how to fix this." Molly 
replied. 


"There is, and that’s not a bad suggestion. I’ve been having second thoughts about our 
allegiances recently..." Fjord agreed, tone hesitant and thoughtful as he continued. “The 
bigger problem is Astrid. Zeenoth has her.” 


"No." Caleb said quietly, fingers twisting nervously in Fjord's shirt, though he made no move 
to extradite himself from the warlock’s arms. "The more difficult obstacle is Eodwulf. Astrid 
is... Zeenoth has them both." 


“T admit, I’ve been curious about that.” Beauregard said, words tinged with a wary caution. “I 
haven’t asked, and I won’t, but... if we’re going to do this, we need to know the deal with 
them.” 


Caleb held his breath, gaze flickering up to meet hers. 


Beauregard leaned forward, as much as she was able with Jester laying on her. “Listen. I get 
it. | was Zeenoth’s student and you don’t like me talking about them. Or even knowing about 
them. But she’s important to you, I get that. I don’t know about him, and it’s your choice if 
you want to share. But if we cut ties, we’ll get whoever we need to out first.” 


It was more than Caleb would have ever dared hope. He’d thought, wished, that maybe he 
could try to ask for their help. Could try to bargain for Astrid. But even in that, a part of him 
had just assumed they would treat with Zeenoth to own Astrid. She would be safe, and they 
could dream and plan and then make a move. This... it was too good an opportunity to let 
fear hold his tongue. 


“We were trained together.” Caleb said after a long pause, glancing over at the three Betas. 
He’d told them this much, though let them assume what they wished after. “At the Assembly. 
Master Ikithon taught us, ah, before I was... Omega.” 


Caleb stopped, breathing slowly to try and ease his jittery nerves. Fjord helped, the Alpha 
purring softly and dipping his head to nuzzle the back of Caleb’s neck. Molly shifted to be 
more in front of him, a physical defense that was likely not warranted, but helped calm 
Caleb’s worry anyway. 


“We were useful to Ikithon as his Volstrucker. When I presented, we became more useful to 
him as bargaining chips. A week later, Astrid and I were given to Zeenoth. Ikithon took the 


Martinet’s place leading the Assembly.” Caleb explained simply. 


“Shit, I remember that.” Beau breathed in surprise; shock evident in her tone. “Yudala went 
missing a few months later, Zeenoth taking over not long after.” 


Caleb pressed closer to Fjord, shame cutting sharp through him. A few months. All it had 
taken for Zeenoth to break him and Astrid enough to put their skills to use for him. He was 
well aware they’d only expedited Zeenoth’s plans, the man already having set the stage 
enough he could take power without too many questions arising. 


“Do you remember Zeenoth’s home being damaged?” Caleb asked, continuing when Beau 
nodded. “It was perhaps a few days after he took us, Astrid and I. We escaped, went 
searching for Eodwulf. We found him at Vergesson. It is... little more than a small village, I 
suppose. That is what it appears. It was a setup, another lesson.” 


It was more of a broken explanation than he’d given Marius. Caleb was far less comfortable 
explaining this to the Nein, worried of what they may say or do. He half looked up at Fjord, 
nuzzling pleadingly at the Alpha’s neck. "What we had was long ago, they would be no threat 
to your claim. To what I... I would still wish to be yours and Molly's. But they are..." 


"Pack." Fjord finished for him, voice soft and understanding. "You don't have to promise 
yourself to us. You'd be equal partner, not owned, if that’s what you want. But it has no 
bearing on the help we freely offer." 


“J- I d-don’t...” Caleb stammered, heart beating too fast. He didn’t know how to take that, 
how to make himself relax and accept it. This ‘help’ they were so free to give was dangerous, 
and they had to know this. “It is- is not so simple. Eodwulf... he is... There is a spell, one 
that strips the target of their mind. We- we could not reverse it.” 


Nervous, not daring to hope too greatly, Caleb lifted his gaze to look between Jester and 
Caduceus. "Has... either of your deity’s granted you the magics to cure him?" 


Caduceus was the one to nod, the Firbolg speaking gentle reassurance. "I can help him." 


Caleb relaxed, relief filling him. "Astrid would assist us freeing him, if we go to her first. It 
would likely be more prudent, so no alarm is raised and she find herself in Wulf's place. He 
would bend to Zeenoth's will to keep her safe, just the same as we did for him." 


“Couple of us can go in, get Astrid, couple of us scout out the town?” Beau suggested. 
“We’ll need to distract Zeenoth, at least a little.” Jester added. 


Beau smiled, bending down to kiss Jester’s nose. “Good idea. And once we’ve got them both, 
we can find them somewhere safe and go deal with the sea monster before that becomes an 
issue.” 


"Gotta say, two more magic users... might be hell of a useful thing to reseal and/or kill that 
sea monster." Molly mused. 


Caleb was too slow to stop the indignant and protective growl. Beauregard chuckled 
immediately, poking Molly with her foot. "Careful, he doesn't fuck around with those two. 
You'll get a face full of fire like me." 


"That's what that fight was about?!" Jester gasped, popping upright and staring aghast at the 
monk. "You knew about them for that long?!" 


Beauregard reached up to drag Jester back down, the cleric squirming as she snorted laughed 
complaints. Eventually she twisted around in Beau's grip, reaching her arms dramatically 
toward Yasha who sat a few inches away. "Yasha, save me!" 


Veth grumbled a complaint, ducking out of the way as Beau rolled further away with Jester 
and outside the circle of blankets and pillows. Yasha growled, low and playful, diving after 
them to wrestle over Jester in a gentle game of tug-o-war. 


Caleb watched their playing with only a little anxiety. Fjords arms were around him, Molly a 
defensive presence in front of him, so the scent of desire between those three wasn't as 
distressing as it could have been. Jester was clearly happy, unafraid of the two Alphas. So 
long as that remained the case, he would try not to worry too much. 


"Hey." Molly said lowly, pulling Caleb's attention away from the wrestling match. "I would 
never use them, that's not... if they wanted to help, it would be great, but I would ask. I'd only 
ask." 


"They would not see it that way." Caleb whispered softly, only able to meet Molly's gaze for 
a short moment. He felt guilty at his reaction, the feeling mixing unpleasantly with the 
instinctual fear of repercussions. They would not see it that way, and he wasn’t sure if he 
would either. 


"Then we won't ask." Fjord rumbled decisively. 


Molly nodded emphatic agreement, leaning into Fjord’s palm when the warlock reached to 
touch his cheek. 


"What's our next move then?" Veth asked, bringing an end to the playfulness of Jester and the 
other two. 


Beauregard pulled herself out from under the small pile, sitting up and cracking her neck. 
"We should move Yezza and Luc. Nilla's probably fine, I never told Zeenoth about her. I still 
want to check in, but TJ should be fine too. I never told Zeenoth about him either. And he 
knows I don’t get along with my folks, so he wouldn’t bother trying to use them." 


"Would your family be okay if they stay there for a while, Caduceus?" Jester asked, laying 
boneless and content in Yasha's lap. 


“T don’t have a way to ask, but I’m sure they wouldn’t turn away a friend in need.” Caduceus 
assured. 


“Alright, so we head back home, pick up Luc and Yezza, then head up to Shady Creek. We 
can run by Kamordah on the way back to Rexxentrum to check on TJ.” Fjord summarized, 
glancing between them. 


“Thanks Fjord.” Beau said, giving him a tight smile. 


He nodded, taking a breath and continuing. “We can figure out details for getting to Astrid 
and Eodwulf on the way. It’Il take a week or so travel up to Shady Creek, unless Caleb can 
get us there faster?” 

He looked down at the mage, head tilting in question. 


“T cannot. Even if I had been there, including Luc and Yezza would exceed the limitations of 
the spell. I would not want to risk attempting to expand it.” Caleb explained warily. 


“That’s fine.” Fjord assured, cuddling him closer. “If you can get us home, that’ II still save us 
weeks of travel.” 


“Ja, easily.” Caleb replied eagerly. Much to his delight (and what he’d been hoping for), 
Fjord purred an approving ‘good boy’. 


“Are you alright with leaving in the morning Jester?” Fjord asked, shifting his attention to the 
cleric. “I know we weren’t able to stay long last time either.” 


“Yeah, I guess.” Jester sighed. “Momma’s busy tomorrow anyway, and I don’t want to make 
her have to cancel for me.” 


“If you would ask Yezza what supplies we need back home, we can pick those up before we 
leave.” Caduceus suggested. 


Jester nodded tiredly, cuddling closer to Yasha and Beau with a yawn. Beauregard chuckled 
lowly, reaching over and tugging a corner of a blanket over the Tiefling. It was sweet, 
considerate, and Caleb felt a bit of affection for the monk because of it. She cared about 
Jester, that much was obvious, and it was reassuring to see a softer side to her. 


Caleb thought some of them might break off to their own rooms, but they all remained where 
they were. Caduceus and Veth had their own spaces, but were still close to the others. Beau, 
Yasha, and Jester were intwined with each other, an Alpha on either side of the blue Tiefling. 


Fjord scooted to have enough room to lay down, and Caleb took the opportunity to move 
away a bit. He was still a little star struck that Fjord let him go without any complaint. Molly 
took his place, wriggling up to wrap his arms around Fjord’s shoulders. Molly didn’t do much 
more than just growl a demand for cuddles, tail wrapping around the warlock’s hip as they 
both settled to sleep. 


Caleb watched them for a while, attention shifting to the others one at a time. It was... 
impossible to think what they’d just agreed to do. What they all planned to do. And none of 
them had mentioned, or even seem to consider, the danger behind it. 


Hours later, once they’d all fallen asleep, Caleb slowly stood up from the large nest of 
blankets. He whispered a quiet assurance when Molly lifted his head at the motion. The 
Tiefling lay back down easily when Caleb promised to return quickly, offering not even a 
token annoyance at his Omega having woken him. Though, Caleb wasn’t sure he’d been 
awake at all. 


Caleb didn’t leave the room, he was not quite brave enough to wander the halls of the 
Chateau even coated in the pack scent. Besides, they all knew and had agreed to help. They 
would not mind this. He found the components he’d stolen from Avantika, retrieving the wire 
and twining it around his finger nervously. As always, he feared this would be the day the 
spell would find no target. 


"Du bist nicht vergessen. Wir werden dich bald befreien, mein Freund. Und Astrid." Caleb 
whispered softly, letting the arcane energy send the message to Wulf and feeling relief as the 
spell connected. Eodwulf would not understand the words but perhaps, this once, he would 
feel the hope in them. 


Chapter End Notes 


Translation: You are not forgotten. We will free you soon, my friend. And Astrid. 


Wildcard 


Chapter Notes 


Who's ready for me to hurt your feelings?? 


It really was a pity that Caleb had chosen them. There was no accounting for taste, he 
supposed, but Lucien still sighed silently over the loss. The Omega would have been such 
fun. And the team they would have made. Caleb was strong, magically and otherwise. Lucien 
had seen that mostly through Molly’s memories, but a bit through his own eyes as well. Caleb 
was interesting. 


It really was a pity. 


Perhaps he would try again with this pack, with Caleb, once he had some distance. The Betas 
were tolerable, he even liked Jester a little. Yasha had a solid evenness that was a thin veneer 
over a boundless rage, and the duality of that was delightful to Lucien. He could do without 
Beau, the monk was simply irritating. And Fjord... he’d had enough of the Alpha to last him 
a while. Though, he did consider his mood biased against the warlock at the moment. 


Slipping quietly from the pack settled around him, Lucien crept silently to the pile of bags 
and equipment that was their belongings. He knelt down, moving Jesters shield and Yasha's 
blade with care so as to not make any sounds. The bag of holding was amid the pile, and he 
picked it up with a glance to make sure no one had woken. They still all slept, and Lucien 
reached to retrieve Caleb's spell books from the bag. He remembered Molly having seen 
Fjord put them in there at the ship and, sure enough, when he thought of them, they appeared 
for him to draw out. 


Alas, supplies would have to be forgone for now. He would pick them up on the way. He 
threw on Molly's vibrant coat, then began to pick his way carefully back over to Caleb. 


Lucien reached out to pet a hand gently down the Omega's face as he returned, repeating the 
motion with a little more pressure to rouse the man. 


"Caleb. Wake-up for me, love, I need a favor." Lucien spoke softly, trying his best to mimic 
Molly's cadence. Caleb had chosen Molly, would be more apt to follow him rather than 
Lucien. And he needed the mage alone and away from the others. 


Caleb mumbled some foreign words, eyes blinking open in tired confusion. 
"Come" Lucien ordered gently, tugging at Caleb's arm to get him standing. It was easy 


enough to take advantage of the wizards half woken state, at least to get him on his feet and 
toward the door. "You can join the others again later, I need your help." 


Really, they should all thank him for doing this. He could easily leave on his own, be gone 
with nothing they could do to track him. It would take longer, would be more opportunities 
for Molly to regain control, but it was an option. 


Caleb, however, could help speed things along. The wizard’s spells would cut near a week off 
the journey, and he would be able to take Molly and leave once the split was made. If this 
avenue failed, then... Lucien wasn’t entirely sure what he would prefer. The best outcome 
would be Caleb staying with him willingly, the two of them searching out the solution to 
separate himself and Molly. 


Worst case, Molly took back control and Lucien was stuck being a shadow to the fragment of 
himself. 


Caleb resisted his lead once they stepped into the hallway, the Omega predictably becoming 
tense and uneasy. Lucien knew how uncomfortable Caleb still was with this place, but that 
was alright. He didn’t intend for them to stay long. 


“Have you ever been to Zadash, love?” Lucien asked, choosing the closest main city he knew 
of to Kamordah. One Caleb would likely have visited. 


“Yes, I... have.” Caleb replied, and Lucien could tell the moment the wizard realized it was 
him and not Molly. Yet another thing he appreciated about the mage; he always knew which 
of them he spoke to. Lucien liked being separate, recognized for himself and not just as 
Molly. 


“Take us there.” Lucien demanded softly. 
“Wh-what?” Caleb stammered, brow furrowing. 


Lucien bit back a sigh, already knowing this was not going to be an amicable exchange of 
favors. Caleb was going to force his hand, and if it meant getting his way. Getting his own 
life, Lucien was going to play as dirty as was necessary. “Don’t make this difficult. Use that 
spell of yours and take us to Zadash.” 


“No, I don’t-“ Caleb began to step back, to turn away and go back to the others. Lucien was 
faster. 


Sharp pain cracked across Caleb's face, the force of the Alpha's blow sending him to his 
knees. Gone were all the promises and thoughts of safety. He was Omega, theirs, and knew 
better than to defy an order. His mind blanked, fear and instinct forcing a low apologetic 
whine from his throat as he began to submit. He wasn’t given the chance, the Alpha lunging 
forward to pin him on his back. Lucien’s hands were rough and demanding, forcing the 
submission from Caleb before he had a chance to offer it freely. 


Lucien grabbed him by the hair, tilting his head back and growling a repeated order. "Take us 
there." 


Caleb obeyed, trained far too well to disobey a second time. He should never have disobeyed 
the first, he'd earned this punishment and would thank the Alpha for his leniency if it were 


required. 


Caleb's magic swept around them with a word, the dim halls of the Chateau shifting 
seamlessly to the open streets of Zadash. Lucien didn’t release him, tugged harder at his hair 
and Caleb arched with a pained whine at the pull. 


“You will do as I say, is that understood Omega?” 


Words failed Caleb as the Alpha bit his throat, a warning growl vibrating through Lucien’s 
chest. He whimpered a low submissive plea, forcing himself to go limp in surrender. It was a 
relief when Lucien didn’t bite harder. Instead, the Alpha seemed satisfied, enough to stand up 
off him and drag Caleb to his feet. He then immediately crowded Caleb backward, pushing 
the mage against the wall of a building and holding him there with a hand at his throat. 


“T trust you remember Luten?” Lucien asked icily, squeezing Caleb’s neck just enough to 
make the threat clear. “What I did to him?” 


Caleb’s eyes widened, heart stuttering as his hands flew instantly to try and pull Lucien’s 
away. He stopped when the Alpha growled a warning, shaking as he tried to keep his arms at 
his side obediently. “Y-yes, Lucien.” 


Lucien’s smile was sharp, but he eased the grip he had at Caleb’s neck. “You will find 
yourself just as unable to use magic. And if you try...” 


Lucien growled, unnatural and deep, just as he’d done with Luten and it hurt. It felt as if the 
Alpha was everywhere, digging into his head with burning claws, red the only thing Caleb 
could see. It was brief, like a flash of a splitting headache, but it made the Alpha’s point 
clearly. Cross him, and Caleb would find himself on the same side of his attentions as Luten 
had been. 


“Good.” Lucien said softly, hand suddenly gentle as he stroked Caleb’s cheek. “I have an 
errand to run in Kamordah. Then you can take Molly and go back to your pack.” 


Caleb’s stomach tightened uneasily as he nodded agreement, not daring to speak. 


Kamordah. Beauregard was not going to be pleased with him. He doubted either Fjord or 
Molly would be able to protect him from that if they even came close to her little brother. 
And Caleb didn’t know what the boy looked like to try and steer clear. 


He flinched as Lucien put a hand on his shoulder, though the Alpha only pressed him to walk 
somewhat in front of him as they headed down the dark street. 
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Fjord woke relaxed and at ease, if a little disgruntled to find himself alone. Well... not 
completely alone, he could hear Jester whispering on the other side of the room. 


It was this that woke him fully, the concern and stress in the too quiet words. He sat up, 
comfortable feeling gone as he cast a quick glance around the room. Jester and Caduceus 
were the only two here, both of their attentions turning to Fjord as he sat up. 


Caduceus was the one to approach him, tone soft and soothing. “Fjord, good morning, we’ve 
run into a bit of a snag...” 


There was a nervous tension running through all of the pack bonds, except for Molly’s, and 
that was hint enough even though Fjord shook his head in denial. He wouldn’t. The bastard 
wouldn t. Not now, not when- 


“Can you tell us if Caleb is alright?” Caduceus asked gently, glancing over at a teary-eyed 
Jester. “She tried to message him, but the spell didn’t connect.” 


Fjord knew he would have woken if anything had happened to the mage, especially 
something so dire as to threaten the Omega’s life. He knew this, yet it didn’t stop his heart 
from freezing in his chest at the implications of Jester not being able to send the wizard a 
message. He closed his eyes, trying to control the sharp wave of terror at losing Caleb. 


He wasn’t doing such a great job, and it took Caduceus’s supporting hand on his shoulder to 
be able to breathe properly again. 


Fjord could feel Caleb through the bond, alive, and he said as much. “He’s fine, he’s...alive, 
he’s fine.” 


Jester let out a breath that sounded about as relieved as Fjord felt. Fjord clenched his jaw, 
clearing his throat to get the catch out of it. It took only a second to look around and see the 
obvious. 


Molly’s equipment was missing, his coat and bag. The bag of holding wasn’t where it had 
been left, and Fjord would bet every copper he had that Caleb’s spell books weren’t in it 
anymore. 


“Have you tried messaging Lucien.” 
Jester nodded, biting her lip. ““Yeah, a few times. He never answers though.” 


“Veth and Yasha are searching the Chateau, just to make sure this isn’t just some 
misunderstanding.” Caduceus said evenly, stepping back as Fjord got to his feet. 


“You know it’s not.” Fjord told him, voice dispassionate with shock. 


Caduceus nodded gravely, a thin press of anger even in his expression. “Beauregard is 
preparing for us to go after them. We don’t know where he made Caleb take him, but we 
think he’!] head to Kamordah.” 


After that hag, Fjord realized, a new fear striking its way into his chest. Lucien could easily 
get himself (and by extension Molly) and Caleb killed. 


“We'll find them Fjord.” Jester promised, she and Caduceus falling in step with the warlock 
as he strode out of the room. “We’ll get them both back.” 
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Caleb bit back a groan as he dropped to the ground, grateful for the respite. They’d walked all 
through the night, the morning that followed, and now hours into the day. Lucien had water, 
which the Alpha had freely shared, but their supply of food was limited. Neither of them had 
eaten much and Caleb was feeling it more keenly than the bloodhunter. 


He couldn’t help but flinch back when Lucien stepped over, shoulders hitching defensively. 
Lucien only offered him the water skin and a chunk of bread, both of which Caleb accepted 
gratefully. He hesitated eating as Lucien stood watching him, unease curling in his stomach. 
The rules had changed with the Alpha, though Caleb wasn’t sure the extent of it. 


Not that he planned to stay and find out. 


Still, this was a good enough opportunity to try and distract the Alpha. His fear was certainly 
real enough to be believed. “Why... why have you brought me? I c-could have sent only 
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you. 


“Because you’re mine.” Lucien grinned, leaning to brush his fingers of the bond mark on 
Caleb’s neck. Even that small touch had Caleb wincing in anticipation of pain. Lucien only 
drew back with a low chuckle, sitting down a few feet away. “For now, anyway. Is it so 
surprising I would desire to spend time with you?” 


Caleb shrank back, mouth going dry. He remembered well the way Lucien had jerked him 
into a kiss the last time the Alpha had him alone. The Alpha would find no better opportunity 
to freely make use of Caleb than out here in the wilderness. 


“Relax, love. I told you I like willing partners. You’ve made your choice and it wasn’t me. 
I'll respect that, you know. I won’t touch you.” Lucien told him easily, more cheerful and 
carefree than Caleb had ever seen him. “At least not in the way you worry. Unless you would 
prefer me? I would gladly have you with me.” 


Caleb shook his head, looking away. “I would... would choose Fjord and Molly.” 


Between the three, it was no contest who he wanted. Lucien was not outright cruel as many 
others who had owned him, but he didn’t have the same gentle care that Fjord and Molly 
showed him. He wanted that, wanted them. 


“As they all would.” Lucien sighed, interrupting his thoughts. Caleb tensed, but he could hear 
no anger in the sound. 


“The last I spoke to the others of you, they... seemed to view you as pack. Why this now?” 
Caleb inquired, testing the boundaries of the Alpha’s patience. If he could get the man 
distracted, maybe he could get far enough away that whatever ability nullified his magic 
would no longer affect him. Caleb wasn’t sure how that particular skill worked, but at the 
very least distance and range of sight seemed a logical enough factor. 


“In a way, you.” Lucien scoffed a laugh, giving the mage a half smile. It wasn’t angry, nor 
threatening, though Caleb winced. 


“M-my fault?” Caleb stammered, heart sinking. That first switch of the two he’d wondered 
what he had done, perhaps now he was about to find out. 


“None of the Nein want me around, they all view me as an inconvenience at best and an 
enemy at worst. When I am here, Mollymauk is gone. Thus Fjord’s distaste of me. Yasha 
feels much along those lines, but she at least is friendly. Beauregard does not trust me, nor I 
her, and the same with Veth. Of them all, Jester and Caduceus are the most tolerable. Jester 
perhaps the only of them I may actually miss. I will, to you at least, admit some fondness for 
them.” 


Lucien shook his head, lips turning down in a grimace. “I do not wish to exist as a figment in 
the head of another man. I want to be free, to have my own goals again. To be able to pursue 
them. To know that what I feel for them, for you even, is my own mind and not some 
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bastardization of Molly’s. 


Caleb bit his lip, breath speeding a little as he asked. “I do not... understand. Ah, how- how 
do I play into that?” 


“You chose them. Molly will fight all the harder to stay in control. Fjord will tolerate my 
presence less the more the bond between the three of you grows, as he demonstrated 
yesterday. Have that if you wish, have them, but I will not be chained to oblivion for it.” 


“And this... hag, near Kamordah. You believe that is the answer?” 


“It’s an option they would never pursue, sketchy as the magic of these things can be.” Lucien 
admitted, rolling his shoulders and shifting to make himself more comfortable. “I have her 
location, so the man I sent must have dug up something on her in town. And once I’ve my 
own body, you can take Molly back to the others and I will wish you well. I don’t want to be 
your enemy, Caleb.” 


Caleb looked down, curiosity peaked despite the threat Lucien posed at current. “How, if- if I 
may ask, how did the two of you, ah...” 


“T believe Molly and the others have mentioned my previous pack. The Tomb Takers. We 
were much like the Nein I suppose. Not quite so famous or well employed, but there was no 
looming war at the time.” Lucien chuckled, lips curling into a grin as he spoke. “There were 
five of us. Six for a short time, but Jurrell was a fool and got himself killed.” 


Lucien looked over at Caleb, brow lifting in consideration. “I don’t think you would have 
cared for any of them. All of us were rough around the edges, and Otis could be a letch at 
times. Zoran and Tyffial were always butting heads, and Cree... She had a temper as sharp as 
her claws. Omega and not a submissive bone to her. The fun we had. We all became true pack 
when she let Tyffial and I bond her.” 


Caleb frowned, head tilting. “You had told Fjord you had not ever attempted to bond an 
Omega at the same time as another.” 


Lucien laughed, tail flicking beside him. “I lied, love. Not something I do often, I admit, but I 
dislike Fjord knowing too much about me. Or them, and I would not have explained my 


experience even should he have asked.” 


That was a point Caleb understood, he’d felt much the same of Wulf and Astrid, so he didn’t 
push the issue. Lucien was dropping his guard more as he spoke, so Caleb also did not want 
to give the Alpha cause to turn his attention. 


“What happened to them?” 


“We were going to change the world.” Lucien sighed, a light disappointed sadness creeping 
into his tone. “Your pack was getting in the way, but they were far enough behind. An 
annoyance rather than a real threat. Too obsessed with the piece of me that I tried to tell them 
was gone. I was Lucien, but they only ever saw Molly.” 


Caleb began to move slowly, inch my incremental inch, to his feet as the Alpha spoke. He 
was interested in Lucien’s history, but he would find no better distraction than this. The 
Alpha was about as lost in reminiscing as he’d ever be. He wasn’t paying attention and Caleb 
was careful in taking advantage. 


“We’d gathered everything the Somnovum needed, were heading up to Eiselcross. The 
Cerberus Assembly caught up to us first, of all things. Lady Vess DeRogna. She killed them. 
All of us, actually. Your pack brought me back, with Molly attached, and we’ve been this 
ever since.” 


Adrenaline pulsed through Caleb’s veins as Lucien glanced over lazily, fury quickly filling 
the Alpha’s eyes. Caleb bolted without a second thought, dashing away from Lucien in a 
desperate bid to get away. He just needed to get far enough, and he could try casting. Could 
get away. 


Lucien was on him before he’d made it too far, his plan to duck out of the Tiefling’s line of 
sight foiled as the Alpha lunged and tackled him to the ground. Caleb struggled, fighting to 
get free as the two of them rolled over and over in the clearing. 


Caleb soon found himself pinned on his back. Lucien straddling him and holding each wrist 
to keep Caleb from continuing to fight. Both panted for a moment, recovering from the 
sudden burst of exertion. Lucien was the first to speak, annoyance in his tone. 


“If you can’t be trusted to stay on your own, I’m going to have to-“ Lucien scowled, eyes 
closing as he shook his head. He let out an exasperated sigh, straightening a little from where 
he had Caleb pinned. “Fine, if it stops your incessant messaging, I will allow it. Give me a 
moment and you may speak to him.” 


Caleb shrank back as the Alpha’s gaze fell on him. He looked away, baring his throat in 
surrender as he should have done the moment he was caught. He knew this game, even if it 
wasn’t being played as such by Lucien. It was instinct to chase, to dominate, and playing his 
part would hopefully spare Caleb a little pain. 


“Jester is worried her failed attempts to message you mean you are dead. You may answer 
her but if you try to cast your own spell, I will not be pleased.” Lucien warned, putting one 
hand at Caleb’s shoulder to hold him down again. 


Lucien rolled his neck with a short growl, eyes looking sharply down at Caleb a moment 
later. His claws dug into the fabric of Caleb’s shirt, pricking uncomfortably at the skin in 
warning. Caleb tilted his chin a little further in submission, averting his eyes from the 
Alpha’s. 


After a few moments of silence, Jester’s voice came to him. It lacked the usual excitement 
and energy, instead just full of a nervous worry. 


Caleb, are you okay? We’re going to come find you, okay, dont worry. We’re not mad at all, 
and we are totally going to get- 


Her message cut short, but it was enough to fill him with a relief. They were not upset, were 
planning to come after them. Lucien had a head start, but Caleb knew their destination. There 
were ways for the Nein to catch up, to possibly beat them there if it came to it. 


‘““K amordah-“ 


Caleb’s reply was cut off as Lucien slapped a palm over the wizard’s mouth. A moment later 
and Caleb felt the magic of the spell dissipate, his own likely sealed away as well. He 
shuddered at the fury evident on Lucien’s face, fear only growing as the Alpha pushed it 
away in favor of a cold burning calm. 


“T would rather not have a need for this.” Lucien sighed, shifting to more securely pin Caleb 
to the ground. The Alpha trailed a claw down Caleb’s cheek before gripping the wizard’s 
throat. He squeezed slowly, every word restricting Caleb’s airflow by degrees as Lucien’s 
eyes glowed a vibrant red. “I would have preferred to run my errand, return you and Molly to 
your pack unharmed, yet you continue to choose to be difficult. It seems I find myself in need 
of that obedience the Empire so diligently trained into you.” 


Caleb tried to shake his head, to speak. He didn’t regret telling Jester, he needed them to 
know, but he was terrified of what Lucien would do to him as punishment. For the message 
and for running. Caleb didn’t believe for a moment Lucien was going to let either go without 
consequence. He couldn’t breathe well enough to speak, and Lucien’s other hand was soon 
gripping his hair and holding him still. 


“Truly, I hope you only make me do this once.” 
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Fjord could not believe he’d lost Caleb twice. That he’d let the mage be taken by someone 
who would hurt him... twice. They had a destination now, knew for certain the two were 
headed to Kamordah, but Fjord wasn’t sure knowing was worth it. Was worth the pain he’d 
felt from Caleb soon after. 


He didn’t tell Jester, though he thought she might have guessed. A one-word reply, then 
silence. And she hadn’t been able to send him another message despite trying twice. 


“Jester...” Fjord spoke, looking up finally from the flat boards of the small wagon they’d 
borrowed for the journey. 


Jester near tripped over herself hurrying to the side of the cart. “Hey Fjord, do you need 
anything?” 


“Could you take Beau, polymorph, fly and catch up to them faster?” Fjord requested, looking 
up at the monk sitting silent support with him. “We’ll follow, of course, as fast as we can. 
But... Beau, you’re our best bet at taking him down alive. You two could get there at least a 
few days sooner. Keep an eye on them, make sure Caleb...” 


Fjord trailed off, jaw clenching. Make sure Caleb was okay. The Omega wasn’t, Fjord knew 
that. Could feel it. Lucien had not been happy about Caleb’s reply to Jester’s message, and 
he’d not let Caleb get away with it. And now... 


Fjord could feel just that blanket fear, the dull ever-present thrum of it through Caleb just like 
when the Omega had first joined them. He’d not realized just how... fragile the man’s trust 
and confidence was. He didn’t blame Caleb, he was fighting years of conditioning. He was 
just... hurt that all of their progress with the Omega had been stripped away. Fjord’s heart 
ached for the moment when Molly returned and would doubtless blame himself. 


“We can take the direct route, up and over.” Beau suggested, standing up and hopping out of 
the cart to walk along side it. The draft horse pulling snorted, steps smoothing out a little 
quicker at the lesser weight. 


Jester hummed thoughtfully, counting on her fingers for a few moments before nodding. “It 
should only take us maybe four or five days?” 


Fjord turned to dump his spare pack out, repacking it with supplies the two of them would 
need. 


“Will you guys be okay traveling on your own?” Beau asked. 


“T’d like to see someone try to stop us.” Fjord growled lowly, throwing the last few things 
into the pack with a little too much anger. 


“Just be safe is what I mean, alright?” Beau said pointedly, holding out her hand for the bag. 
She nodded toward Jester who was filling the others in on the new plan. “We’ll let you know 
when we get there, and when we find Caleb.” 


Fjord hesitated letting go of the bag, meeting Beauregard’s gaze. “I’m sorry. And thank you. 
Both of you, for doing this. Be safe as well. Lucien... he’s... angry, as best I can tell. 
Frustrated. He’s always been harder to read, hiding himself. But whatever this is, it’s 
different. So be careful around him.” 


Beau gave a short nod, slinging the bag over her shoulder. “See you in Kamordah.” 
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Molly woke up to a pounding headache and the sensation that he had missed a whole hell of a 
lot. He could feel Lucien, just behind his eyes, a heavy unrelenting drag to push him back 
under. He fought it, forcing himself to sit up and take stock of his surroundings. It could have 


been days, hours, minutes... He didn't know, it was hard enough just to hold on and exist right 
now. 


He wasn't in the Chateau anymore, wasn't anywhere he recognized. Though it was hard to 
recognize something as ambiguous as a forest. It was late night, the campfire burned to 
nothing but cinders. Most distressing, he could see any if the others. He couldn’t even scent 
them in the area. 


A hitched breath of fear drew his attention behind him, Molly looking down to see that he 
wasn't alone. 


His heart froze seeing the state of the Omega. Caleb was bound, hands behind him and a 
cloth tied with yet more rope stuffed in his mouth. He was a little bruised, a small cut on his 
cheek, and was currently attempting to cringe away from Molly's movement. 


Molly tries to reach for him, tried to speak assurances, tried... but his hands wouldn't move, 
his words were not his own even as his mouth moved. 


"Time to get up, Caleb. We've still a way to go." 


Molly's consciousness wavered, darkness seeping into his awareness as Lucien pulled Caleb 
to his feet, putting the mage in front of him as they began walking. 
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Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Caleb had told Marius that freedom was a dangerously easy lesson to learn. Unspoken in that 
was the worry of how hard the same would be to unlearn. It was... pathetic how wrong he 
had been. 


He’d thought it would be easy, to be Beta again. He needed only drop his guard, accept that 
he had strength and abilities to protect himself. That he was allowed to. Speaking his mind 
would be easy, knowing his own worth would be easy. It had not been. 


He’d thought going back to the trained behaviors Zeenoth had beaten into him would be the 
challenge. Caleb had thought it would take weeks, months perhaps, of the same beatings, 
tortures, and rapes. Rules that changed at a moment with no warning. Punishments that came 
at random even when he obeyed every word. 


Caleb had been so very wrong on both counts. 


He would have been ashamed of how quickly he broke again if he were not so afraid that it 
was not enough. 


He relearned just the next morning he was to stay where he had been placed. Caleb had 
meant only to walk around an object on the path, Lucien doing the same but the opposite 
direction. Caleb had barely moved from in front of the Alpha before being grabbed and 
pulled back into place. Lucien at least did not punish him for breaking the rule he hadn't 
known to follow again, but Caleb was careful to obey it from there on out. 


Lucien didn't require him to kneel or submit, but they hardly ever stopped, so Caleb was 
uncertain about the expected behavior in that concern. 


The old rules were easily picked up again, some of them without conscious thought from 
himself. 


He didn't meet Lucien's eyes, waited for permission to eat or drink, knelt and held still each 
evening for Lucien to bind him for the night. He lay by Lucien's side where he was placed, 
doing his best to catch some snippets of sleep in the short time the Alpha allowed them stop. 
His delivery to the Nein had been far more uncomfortable. At least there was no overbearing 
beta regularly ordering him to strip and kneel for a whipping. 


By the second day of travel, Caleb could have passed Zeenoth's standard of behavior. It didn't 
seem to please Lucien, but it didn't anger him either. The Alpha kept to his word at least, not 
dealing out any additional punishments so long as Caleb behaved. 


The third night, Caleb thought he saw Molly. It lasted only a breath, then Lucien was pulling 
him to his feet and loosening his bindings for them to continue moving. 


The fourth day, Lucien brought them to the main road. It was a wider dirt path, the trail well 
worn from multiple travelers. Caleb didn't question it, didn't dare say anything that might 
provoke another punishment. 


Even when Lucien flagged down a passing caravan, negotiating for passage traveling with 
them, Caleb kept quiet. They were traders of mixed goods, the three human men showing 
interest in Caleb but accepting Lucien's request without making any demands. None of them 
seemed bothered by Lucien urging Caleb into the back of their wagon, nor by how the Alpha 
bound the wizard once he was there. 


Caleb flinched at the soft touch of fingers through his hair, trembling as he tilted his head 
back for Lucien to gag him. 


Terror flashed through him as Lucien growled, Caleb fighting the rope by reflex to try and get 
away. He'd been good, he'd been trying to be good. "Please, please-" 


Lucien shushed him, quieting Caleb's begging with the cloth. The Alpha's growl dropped 
lower, smoothing into a softer note that Caleb was able to recognize more easily even past the 
fear. 


Caleb wasn't sure how to react to Lucien's purr, any and all comfort in the sound negated by 
the hand put on his arm. He whined through the gag, trying to plead that whatever he had 
done he was sorry. 


"Rest, Caleb." Lucien ordered softly, red eyes watching steady at the flap of the wagon. "We 
will travel with this group for the last stretch. It will make it easier getting into town 
unnoticed." 


Rest was not easily achieved. 


Caleb's heart still raced, fear of a possible punishment slow to fade even as Lucien left. It was 
immediately replaced with a growing fear at being tied and vulnerable in the back of the 
covered wagon. As terrifying as Lucien was, he at least had promised (and continued to keep 
that promise) that he would not make use of Caleb physically. Caleb had no idea about these 
people he now traveled with. 


By the time the caravan stopped for the evening, the fires lit and any food shared, each 
traveler slowly filtering to their sleeping spaces for the night, Caleb had come to grips with 
the real possibility he would not be left alone during the night. His stomach twisted, eyes 
closing as footsteps approached. 


"Relax, love. It's only me." Lucien whispered lightly as he slipped into the cart. 


He helped Caleb to sit upright, tugging the gag from the wizard’s mouth before untying him. 
"I'm not as adept at cards as Molly, but I've managed to get you some food. What little coin I 
have will have to go toward a place to stay once we’ve arrived in Kamordah." 


Caleb winced as he rolled his shoulders, sore from having held the position for so long. 
Lucien handed him the portion of bread and cheese, studying him with a light frown. He 


waited until Caleb had finished before giving a soft order. "Turn around." 


Caleb's eyes flew up to Lucien's, a terrified 'why' nearly dropping from his lips. He 
swallowed it back, not daring to possibly anger the Alpha by refusing. And he feared the 
answer anyway. He turned his back to the Alpha, hands clenching over his lap. 


He flinched when Lucien touched him, having to stop himself from ducking out from under 
the Alpha's hands. He choked on a cry of discomfort as Lucien's fingers pressed and worked 
at the knotted muscles of his shoulder. It hurt, but Caleb knew it would help. 


He couldn't stop a wince each time Lucien's hands brushed his neck, the Alpha's light purr 
shifting into a short growl before he stopped all together. Lucien slid off the small crate, 
pulling Caleb to lean flush against him. 


Caleb went willingly, laying back and tilting his head in submission. 


"Sleep Caleb. I will keep watch. We will be in Kamordah the night after next and this will be 
done." Lucien said, purring again softly. 


Caleb tried to relax; it was obvious that was what Lucien wished of him. He was tired, but 
fear had every nerve strained with anticipation of pain. 


In the end, exhaustion won out. 


Lucien’s fingers were soft and gentle petting along an exposed bit of skin at his stomach, the 
Alpha's purr was a gentle and even note that never wavered. It was as much, and more, 
protection than Caleb had anticipated from him. 


"Sleep, love." Lucien murmured lowly, lips at Caleb's temple. 


Slowly, Caleb relaxed. He hadn't done anything wrong. Lucien only hurt him when he did 
something wrong. If he was good, obeyed and followed the rules, Lucien wouldn’t hurt him. 


The thought followed him into a fitful slumber. 
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Caleb woke bound again, half curled and covered by Molly's coat. The ropes were looser 
now, didn't pull at his shoulders so badly, but were still restrictive enough he would find 
doing much of anything a challenge. 


He didn't bother sitting up or moving. What was the point? The wagon was already in 
motion, he had missed breakfast if there had even been any to have. All that remained was 
counting the moments as they traveled. 


The moments were long. Tedious. Caleb slept when he could, making the time skip a little 
faster. Lucien checked in on him at times, twice climbing into the cart long enough to untie 
Caleb, let him drink or eat, and then tie him again. Caleb was allowed out when the caravan 
stopped midday, feeling much like a dog on a leash as Lucien tailed along after him as he 
went to relieve himself. 


He was back in the wagon after that, staring listlessly at the piles of goods around him. The 
evening followed the same pattern as the prior, though Lucien had no food to share. The 
Alpha untied Caleb again, purred and held him. Despite having done nothing all day, Caleb 
slept. 


The third day followed the same pattern, the morning of the fourth as well. The only change 
in that morning was the mood of the Alpha. He was distracted, stayed with Caleb only a few 
minutes before leaving him bound again. Caleb could only guess it was because the journey 
had taken longer than Lucien had anticipated. 


They reached Kamordah midafternoon, the wagon slowing as it came to the entrance to the 
town. Caleb could tell they’d reach civilization simply by the sound and smell. It made his 

anxiety spike, his situation at being carted in with a bunch of wares to be sold making that 

feeling worse. 


The wagon came to a rough stop half an hour later, Caleb clumsily bracing himself to keep 
from falling over. They were at a market of some sort; he could hear a cacophony of voices 
just beyond the canvas blocking the city from view. Caleb flinched as sunlight suddenly 
spilled into the dark interior as the back flap of the cart was thrown open. It was the leader of 
the small caravan, the man half sliding inside to reach out and drag Caleb closer. Fear and 
panic had Caleb struggling, though all it accomplished was his being dropped rough and 
unceremoniously onto the hard dirt of the roadway. 


He curled in on himself as Lucien growled above him, shivering fearfully as he braced for a 
blow. Lucien just reached down to grab a fistful of his shirt, hauling Caleb onto his feet. The 
gag was pulled from his mouth, the rope around his wrists cut in a quick motion. Lucien 
pressed a water skin into Caleb’s hands with a short order of “drink”. 


Caleb obeyed without a thought, draining the thing in quick gulps. The Alpha was on edge, 
though Caleb did not know why. All he did know was that such a thing could potentially end 
with him in a lot of pain if he were not careful. 


Lucien took the water skin back once Caleb was through, reaching to grab the wizard’s wrist 
to lead him away from the small caravan. “Stay by my side, Caleb. Understood?” 


“Yes, Lucien.” Caleb replied, keeping obediently to heel as demanded. 


“Good. We’re going to go down this alley and I want you to turn yourself invisible.” Lucien 
told him, reaching into his coat pocket and drawing out one of Caleb’s spell books. “I will be 
able to see you, do not test my patience.” 


Caleb swallowed thickly, heart skipping as Lucien brushed his neck with gentle fingers. A 
warning. A threat. No matter how gentle the Alpha had been these past few days, Caleb could 
not forget his place. “Y-yes, Lucien.” 


Lucien only handed him the tome once they were in the alley, out of sight of most of the 
midday crowd. Caleb’s fingers shook as he turned the pages, reading quickly through the 
spell required. It had been a while since he’d used it, though recalling the finer details was a 
simple skim through his notes. This, at least, was an order he didn’t mind. Being out of sight 


was safer. Even if Lucien could see him, no one else would, and that meant no one would 
think of offering Lucien some trade for a few minutes with an Omega. 


He cast the spell once he’d re-familiarized himself with it, moving to tuck the spell book into 
his own coat by habit. Lucien’s hand shot out to grab his arm, the Alpha jerking Caleb closer 
with a warning growl. It took Caleb by surprise, ice dropping into his stomach at having 
angered the Alpha. 


True to his word, Lucien didn’t seem bothered by the spell now hiding Caleb from sight. 
“Give the book back to me, Caleb.” 


Caleb whined a quick apology, submitting as he offered the tome back to Lucien. He’d meant 
nothing by it, had not thought his actions through, and his heart hammered at the fear of how 
this would be punished. The Alpha took the book, smiling sharply. “I am very close to my 
goal here, Caleb. You will find I am far less tolerant of any attempts to interfere.” 


“T w-was not, please...” Caleb breathed, trembling as Lucien released his arm and reached to 
curl a hand around his throat. His mouth went dry, breath coming in sharp pants. Please no. 
“Please, please, I’m sorry, I d-did not mean- please don’t, please?” 


“So long as you remember.” Lucien said, smile softening into something almost friendly as 
he let go of Caleb’s neck and reached to tug a lock of the Omega’s hair. “Come. Let’s find 
you somewhere safe to stay.” 


The somewhere turned out to be an Inn, though Caleb didn’t catch the name as he was too 
busy keeping his eyes down and staying right at Lucien’s heels. The Alpha haggled credit for 
a room, fronting half the silver needed and promising the rest later. Once he’d gotten the key, 
he led Caleb up to the room. 


Lucien glanced over at him as he shut the door, eyes flashing briefly as the spell around 
Caleb dissolved into nothing. Caleb remained still as Lucien inspected the room, checking 
the small dresser, the window, the lock on the door. Once he was satisfied, Lucien drew 
closer, tilting his head as he regarded the wizard. 


Caleb flinched as the Alpha reached for him, fighting to hold still as Lucien touched his 
cheek gently. He trembled when Lucien sighed after a moment, unsure what he’d done 
wrong. “P-please-“ 


"Enough of that." Lucien commented softly, and Caleb clenched his jaw to keep any more 
words in. He wasn't to speak, was just meant to accept, he understood that rule clearly. It was 
the first he'd broken with the Nein and it seemed appropriate it was the last to be reapplied. 


Lucien had stopped touching him, and Caleb waited with a blank resigned fear for the soft 
brush of fingers to turn into a backhand. 


Instead, Lucien sighed again before stepping away. Caleb didn't bother relaxing, distance 
meant nothing if the Alpha were upset at him. He kept his gaze down as Lucien moved closer 
again, hearing the slide of rope that made his stomach turn. He didn't move, waiting for 
orders, and flinched when Lucien tilted his face up with one hand. 


"This is not how I would have preferred this go." Lucien said lightly, thumb sliding softly 
along Caleb's jaw. Caleb took the hint, the subtle order, opening his mouth. Lucien was only 
tying him, at least, and the cloth soon gagging him was clean. "I wanted this to be... 
amicable." 


Caleb wasn't allowed to beg anymore, but he wanted to plead that he would be good. He 
didn’t know if this was about to turn into a punishment, or if it were just the same precaution 
for his obedience as before. He could only shake as Lucien pet his hair, eyes closing as he 
tried to brace himself against the dread of Lucien's abilities. 


"I should let you go, but I want you here. If nothing else than for you to take Molly away 
once this is done, before we kill each other." Lucien spoke, still unnaturally gentle for his 
normal tone. He bent down, looking up into Caleb's face. "I do wish I could trust you." 


Caleb didn’t move, didn’t try to break from the Alpha's touch like he so desperately wanted. 
He knew better than to say no, than to defy the Alpha. If Lucien succeeded, Caleb had no 
desire to face the Alpha's anger for disobeying him. If Lucien failed, doubly so. The 
punishment would be delayed if Molly returned, but would come eventually. 


"I will make it very clear to the owner of this establishment that no one is to touch you." 
Lucien told him, securing the wizard's hands and guiding Caleb back to sit on the bed. "You 
know how persuasive I can be, you will be safe here while I'm gone." 


Caleb nodded, one more worry added onto him. How was he supposed to obey that? He 
could hardly defend himself like this. 


Lucien looked away, voice low. "I am sorry to have harmed you, for what it’s worth.” 


With another sigh, Lucien stood up. He brushed Caleb's hair back again, an unreadable 
expression on his face, then turned and left the room. 
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Beauregard stretched, cracking her back a little as she and Jester came to a stop. 
“You good, Jes?” Beau asked, glancing over at the blue Tiefling. 


Jester grinned at her, giving a thumbs up, but Beau could see the exhaustion all over the 
cleric. It couldn’t be easy, using every scrap of magic available for three days straight. It was 
impressive, but Beau hated seeing Jester this way. Too tired to even keep up a smile for very 
long. 


They’d been walking the last few hours, Jester pushing on even though she was tired after 
having cast her polymorph spell over and over. The landscape had become more familiar to 
Beauregard as they drew closer to her home, the strange mix of minerals and jasmine mixing 
with that of heavy sulfur. The greenish grassy plains had given way to brown and yellow as 
they approached the village. 


At the top of a rolling hill, with a good view of the road leading into Kamordah, the two of 
them stopped to catch their breath. The buildings were largely built of pale rock and petrified 
wood, ramshackle at best near the outer boundaries. Beauregard knew there were some 
townsguard that would be keeping watch at the entrance, though they were too far away to 
see that right now. 


Home sweet home... Beauregard thought, eyes skimming over the distant vineyards. They 
were beautiful in a nostalgic way, framed by the orange hues of the sinking sun. 


“Do you want to check on TJ while we’re here?” Jester asked, dropping to sprawl on the 
ground. She turned her head to look towards the town, sighing a long, tired breath. 


“T would love to, but we can’t.” Beau replied, sitting beside Jester. 
“Oh. Why not?” 


Beau grimaced. “My folks are kind of a big deal. The Lionetts are a big producer of wine 
here, even ship it out as far as the capital. They’re basically the wealth and status in a small 
town like this.” 


“People would talk if you all of a sudden came home.” Jester guessed, receiving a nod. “We 
should probably wait until it gets dark then, sneak in and find an inn to stay in. Or like, an 
abandoned winery or something.” 


“T’ve got a few spots we could check out, some old haunts.” Beau chuckled, reaching over 
and taking Jester’s hand into her own. Beau loved how easily Jester accepted that she wanted 
nothing to do with her parents. Marion was the world to Jester, and the cleric might not 
understand how that wasn’t the same for Beau’s family, but she accepted it anyway. Accepted 
Beau. 


Beau kissed the back of Jester’s fingers, looking down at the cleric warmly. “You’re really 
awesome, you know that?” 


“Of course!” Jester giggled, rolling to her knees before leaning to give Beau’s cheek a kiss. 


“Now come on, let’s go stop Lucien from doing something stupid and dangerous and getting 
himself and Molly and Caleb killed.” 
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"What is he doing?" 


Beau peered around the corner of the building at Jester's question, eyes narrowed in the bright 
sunlight of the afternoon. Lucien was easy to find, even without the eye-catching colors of 
Molly's coat. There were few enough Tiefling’s in the city, only two as a matter of fact, and 
that was counting Jester. 


After finding a hide out the prior evening, she and Jester had agreed it would probably be 
best to wait before just rushing in to get Caleb. It hadn't been easy to convince Jester, but 
Fjord and the others were still a week travel away, give or take. Beau and Jester could take 
Lucien in a fight, probably (maybe) if they got the jump on him, but Beau was wary of 
actually committing to that course of action. Especially as they didn't know where he had 
stashed Caleb. Because the mage wasn't with Lucien currently and, seeing as Caleb hadn't 
messaged them and hadn’t answered Jester's message earlier, was likely still being kept 
hostage. 


Neither of them wanted to run into a situation where Lucien refused to tell them where the 
Omega was out of pure spite. That would only hurt Caleb. 


Currently, Lucien was smiling as he spoke to some of the locals, all charm and friendliness, 
though Beau could see a layer of frustration underneath. He’d been at this most of the 
morning, walking around and talking to people. He’d steered clear of the Lionett estates, 
though Beau wasn’t sure whether it was a wariness or respect of her, or if he just didn’t think 
Thoreau would have any useful information. Either way, it definitely helped with the not 
instantly going and kicking his ass. 


"Gathering intel, probably." Beau answered Jester’s question, ducking back out of sight. She 
wasn't about to risk standing there long enough to read his lips. It was annoying, keeping so 
far back. Being patient in general. It wasn’t her strong suit, or Jester’s really, and it was only 
the threat to Caleb (and not knowing where their friend was being kept) that was saving 
Lucien from just being grabbed down an alley somewhere. 


It wouldn’t be the first, or last, alleyway fight Beauregard would have been in. 


"It's a good thing." Beau pointed out, seeing frustration crossing Jester’s face. "Means maybe 
he'll stick around for a few more days. We follow him back to wherever he's staying, grab 


Caleb, and deal with Lucien when he comes looking. Preferably when the others show up." 


Or something to that effect. The timelines of that didn’t really add up, and if- no, when they 
found where he’d stuck Caleb, Beauregard knew there was no way either she or Jester were 
letting Caleb stay there a second longer. 


"I still don't think it's a good idea to leave Caleb there that long." Jester complained, 
unknowingly echoing Beau’s train of thought. 


Beau snorted, stepping up to switch places with Jester. Lucien was wrapping up his 
investigation in this part of town, was hopefully gearing up for taking a break and heading 
back to wherever he had stayed last night. Between the rush to get here, the frankly pathetic 
amount of sleep in a very uncomfortable wine cellar, Beau would be thrilled with a break. 
And some food. And to have the pack back together. And maybe, not that she’d admit it, but 
maybe it’d be nice to have a calm Omega around to relax with. They’d had few enough of 
those moments with Caleb, but enough she’d noticed the effect. 


"He's taken some precautions, no one seems to even know there's an Omega in town, so he's 
probably fine." Beau said, trying to sound confident. They’d made their own inquiries that 
morning when trying to find Lucien and Caleb in the first place. Beau had been pleasantly 
surprised to find that Lucien had done his best to keep Caleb’s existence secret. Not letting on 
that an Omega was around... in all honesty, that was probably the best way to protect him. 
Especially considering Lucien was leaving Caleb alone somewhere. 


She watched as Lucien started moving, getting a feel for his direction before peeling away 
and following at a different angle. She knew this city, knew it well, so it wasn’t difficult to 
track him even without continual line of sight. 


"Yeah, but you know Caleb’s probably really scared, and you didn't even let me tell him we 
were here and looking for him!" Jester pouted, arms crossed, as she followed the monk. 


"Because if Lucien had asked, Caleb would have told him. You know he would have." Beau 
pointed out, much as she'd said last night and again this morning when Jester had managed to 
send Caleb a message. The point was still the same. 


If Lucien went back and asked Caleb if Jester had messaged him, and it was stupid to think 
he wouldn't, Caleb would tell him. Even giving the mage the benefit of the doubt, assuming 
Caleb would try to lie or hide it, Lucien would get it out of him in the end. Beau didn't have 
any doubt Lucien would use pain to get Caleb to tell him the truth. He might not enjoy 
hurting Caleb, but Lucien wasn't the type to be squeamish when it came to achieving his 
goals. 


Jester grumbled, but the cleric knew Beau was right. 


Beau led Jester up to the roof of one of the store houses, keeping low and moving to find a 
spot overlooking the smaller market stores in the current section of the city. Peering out, she 
just caught sight of a flash of purple entering one of the general stores. 


“You don’t think he’ll really hurt Caleb, do you?” Jester asked, settling down and wrapping 
her arms around her knees. 


“T dunno.” Beau admitted, grimacing. “Fjord says somethings different about this, and maybe 
he’s right. Or maybe Lucien’s been leading up to this since he went off on his own in 
Nicodranas. It’s no secret he hates being part of Molly.” 


“But he knows we want him to have his own body, we’d have helped!” 


Beau shook her head. For Jester, that might be true, but the rest of them... While they weren’t 
against Lucien having his own body, they also weren’t tripping over themselves to make it 
happen. Yeah, they’d tried for a while, but the easy methods had failed, then the harder ones, 
and all that was left were things that were paramount to suicide. Such as making deals with 
hags. 


Anything potentially deadly they’d disregarded as an option. Then with the war... Lucien 
being buried and an afterthought at most... it just hadn’t come up again. 


“Most of us don’t really see Lucien.” Beau said carefully, inspecting her own feelings as well 
as what she’d observed over the years. “We met him as Molly, we knew him as Molly. And 
even when Molly died, and it was only Lucien, none of us could really let that go. Caleb 
didn’t have that, so maybe that’s what really pushed this.” 


“T guess that would kind of suck, always being compared to someone who looks exactly like 
you.” Jester hummed thoughtfully. 


Beau scowled, looking over at the store Lucien was still inside of. “Don’t get me wrong, he’s 
an asshole, and this shit is nowhere near okay, but I get at least a little of the reasoning.” 


The two of them fell into a short silence, Jester moving to lean against the lip of the 
warehouse roof while Beauregard relaxed back in the sunlight. Jester sighed after about five 
minutes of silence, Beau peeking an eye open to look toward the store then at the cleric. 


“Are you sure we can’t just get Caleb and talk to Lucien if we follow him back?” 


Beau chuckled, shifting to lay beside Jester to watch the streets. “We could, and I’m not 
against it, but the others are still a few days out. Week maybe. I doubt Lucien’s going to hang 
around town that long, so if a snatch and grab is the plan, we’d be better off waiting til they 
are outta town. There’s not a ton of guards, but there are a few. Technically, fucking legally 
really, Caleb is his. Lucien did half the bond, so if guards show up, they’ll take his side.” 


Beau would much rather not deal with that. Ambushing them on the trail would keep the 
collateral damage to a minimum. 


“But what if-“‘ Jester stopped as the door to the general store opened and Lucien emerged, 
carrying a small pack of supplies. He was missing a few more notable pieces of jewelry, 
which would doubtless piss Molly off to no end when he was back. 


Beau put a hand on Jester’s arm to keep her from moving, the two of them ducking down a 
little lower as Lucien looked around. Beau counted ten breaths before slowly peeking out, 
making sure the much more noticeable Jester stayed safely hidden. 


“Looks like he’s headed back to the west side of town.” Beau observed, pulling Jester to her 
feet the instance Lucien was out of sight. “With any luck he’s dropping that stuff off with 
Caleb, or going to get Caleb before leaving.” 


“What if he leaves without Caleb?” Jester asked worriedly, following Beauregard down the 
side of the warehouse and across the larger street into a shaded alley between buildings. 


Beau shook her head, confident. ““He’s not. I don’t remember the exact route on the map, but 
I know it was the east side of Kamordah. This late in the day, he won’t get far having Caleb 
with him. If I were him, I wouldn’t trust Caleb to fly me, so you know they’ Il be walking.” 


Beau picked up Lucien’s trail a few twists and turns down side streets later, following at a 
safe distance and watching as Lucien feigned interest in a couple of shops before ultimately 
walking into an inn called the Wilted Vine. It was new, more or less. Beau didn’t recognize it 
at least. The building, yes, that had been here a while. But the name was different, having 
apparently changed hands since she’d left home. 


There wasn’t really a great place to watch the inn, anything that afforded a good view of all 
exits was way too visible. Beau picked the best of bad options, putting herself and Jester by a 
stack of wine barrels left unattended. They’d need to keep an eye out for the owner or anyone 
getting suspicious, but they’d be able to see two of the inn’s exits. 


Beau couldn't help but fidget as she waited, watching Jester draw increasingly angry and 
violent pictures in her book with each passing minute. Most of them centered around an 
injured Lucien, but not dead Beau noticed, which was telling for how Jester felt about the 
man. Angry, but not enough to want to do permanent damage. The cleric was a damned saint 
if you asked Beau, too forgiving by half. 


It felt like forever, though it couldn't have been longer than an hour or two at most, when 
Lucien came back out. There was no Caleb with him and most of the stuff he'd acquired 
during the day was missing, so it was probably safe to say... 


"Caleb's got to be in there." Jester whispered, pressed close beside Beau to watch Lucien 
walking away from the building. 


"Yeah, but it looks like Lucien plans to come back. He’s stashed that stuff he got earlier." 
Beau muttered, frowning to herself. She was torn whether to keep an eye on Lucien or Caleb. 
She still thought it best to leave the mage for now, keep an eye on Lucien and deal with him 
when they left town. But it was real damn tempting to just go grab the Omega now. 


"Are we going to keep following him?" Jester asked, though she was watching the inn. Still, 
it was enough to focus Beau's attention. 


"Yeah, come on. Maybe we'll split up later, one here and one on Lucien... fuck I wish Yasha 
were here...” Beau growled. She’d send Jes in to get Caleb in a heartbeat while she tailed 


Lucien with Yasha. With just the two of them, it wouldn’t work. Lucien was dangerous 
enough that a one-on-one fight was a bad idea. Even just watching from a distance was best 
done together in case it came to that. “For now, let's make sure he's not actually staying 
somewhere else." 


Jester cast another look toward the Wilted Vine inn but ultimately nodded. 


The rest of the day was much like the morning and afternoon. Lucien spoke to people and 
picked up bits of supplies, returning twice to the same inn for short periods of time. That all 
but confirmed to Beau that Caleb was definitely in there. She did appreciate that Lucien was 
at least trying to go unnoticed when he returned to the Wilted Vine, which was points in favor 
of Caleb not being in too deep of trouble right now. Uncomfortable, sure, but probably not 
being actively hurt. 


Not enough to change her mind about kicking Lucien’s ass, but maybe it wasn’t necessary to 
actually murder him. 


As the sky turned from a clear blue to a dark hued violet and into black, workers came and lit 
the streetlamps to brighten the streets for the evening crowd. The night life in Kamordah was 
more crowded than Beau remembered, but still nowhere near the bustle of the afternoon. 
Lucien returned again to the same inn, but this time he didn't come back out even after Beau 
and Jester waited for a few hours. 


It was fully dark, and the streets near completely empty, before Beau turned to try and tug 
Jester away. "Come on Jes, we'll pick this up again tomorrow." 


"But... what if...?" 


Beau shook her head. "We need to message the others, figure out a plan. Let's get back to the 
hide out, then you can try scrying? Lucien knows that we know where he's at, maybe he'll let 
you check in on Caleb." 


Jester bit her lip, making a slight noise of concern. "I don't know, I don't want to make Lucien 
get all mad at Caleb again..." 


“If he does, we’ll go in and get him.” Beau promised, gaze cutting over to the dark windows 
of the building. She was holding onto the thought that Lucien liked Caleb, at least a little, and 
wouldn’t be doing anything to the Omega. There wasn’t a damned thing in the world that 
would save him if he had, but revenge after the fact wouldn’t make her any less guilty if he 
did do something. 


Their hideout was just a small wine cellar. It had been locked, though Beau had made short 
work of that. It wasn’t the most comfortable accommodations, and the wine wasn’t aged 
enough to be worth drinking, but it was certainly out of the way. 


Jester’s scrying ritual took up most of the space, her tiny symbols and statues to the Traveler 
arranged around her in a unique formation. There wasn’t much for Beau to do but stay out of 
the way, which was still basically right next to Jester thanks to the small space. 


Jester didn’t mind Beau’s proximity at all. She never minded being close to the monk. She 
especially appreciated it right now though, because she was still a little nervous to cast the 
spell. Lucien had once had the ability to see when someone was scrying on him and it was 
possible he sti// had that ability. She really didn’t want to make him mad at Caleb, wary of a 
repeat of that first message spell where Caleb had told them where he was being taken. 


Some of Jester’s nerves calmed as a familiar presence surrounded her, warm arms and a 
green cloak falling into her field of vision. 


Lets see what your friends are up to, shall we? 


The Traveler’s voice without words were her only warning before Jester’s vision rushed up 
and out of her body, flying high into the dark sky before plummeting just as quickly. It was a 
dizzying blur, the direction disorienting except for she knew exactly which direction she was 
trying to view. 


The room was dark, the light from the moon only barely making it past the windowpane and 
into the room. Jester’s vision was slow to adjust from the quick move and drop into the space, 
but eventually she recognized two shapes on the bed. Both were clothed, so she knew they 
weren’t doing anything intimate, which was good because Caleb was cradled in Lucien’s 
arms while the Alpha purred a low rumble. 


It was a little sweet and helped to alleviate the worry that Lucien might hurt Caleb. She 
drifted closer, trying to see more to make sure of that. She stopped as Lucien’s red gaze 
flickered up and landed on her, Jester holding her breath as she wondered if he was able to 
see the spell or not. She wasn’t left in suspense for long, Lucien’s lips twitching almost into a 
smile, his low thrumming purr slowing into silence. 


"He's fine." Lucien said to her, voice sounding rough and fatigued. "See." 


Jester bit her lip as Lucien ran a hand through Caleb's hair, though he only pet the mage 
gently before carefully tilting the sleeping Omega's face upward. Caleb didn't look hurt, just 
tired somehow. Even asleep he looked tired. 


"You'll have him back soon, no worse for wear." Lucien promised quietly, dipping his head to 
breathe in Caleb’s scent. “I'll even have him bring Mollymauk back to you.” 


Jester felt Beau take her hand, something she appreciated when Caleb stirred, eyes opening 
with a hitched breath and a frightened whimper. He wasn’t looking at her, only at Lucien, and 
Jester wished more than anything she was in the room to let him know it would be okay. 
Even if she wasn’t sure it really would be okay. 


"Hush, love." Lucien chided, putting his hand lightly on Caleb's throat as the wizard instantly 
tilted his head in submission. "Jester's only checking on you." 


Guilt flooded through Jester at the stark look of fear Lucien's words produced. Lucien didn’t 
look mad, but Caleb obviously thought he would be. 


"Please, please, I did not-" Caleb begged. 


Lucien cut him off quickly, speaking even and quiet. "Enough, I know you did nothing 
wrong." 


Jester was relieved that Lucien was trying to calm Caleb, but she hated how he'd gotten so 
scared so fast. She knew she'd gotten the wizard in trouble with that one message, and this 
was proof enough Lucien hadn't been nice about it at a//. Bad enough that even though Caleb 
had gone quiet and submissive now, he was still scared of Lucien. 


"He's safe and unhurt, Jester, you need not worry." Lucien commented, curling the Omega 
closer. “You can go back to sleep, Caleb.” 


Caleb closed his eyes, still tense but beginning to relax. Lucien remained silent, watching 
Jester until the spell faded and her vision clarified into the small dark bunker. Beau leaned 
closer beside her, shuffling to let Jester turn and lean into her. 


"Is he okay?" Beau asked gruffly, wrapping an arm around Jester's shoulders. 
Jester sniffled, pressing into Beau. "He's not Aurt, but I don't think he's okay..." 
"Are you okay waiting, or do we need to go in now?" Beau grunted. 


Jester sighed but shook her head. She knew Beau would go if she said, and she loved that 
Beau trusted her like that. She wanted Caleb to be safe, but it would definitely turn into a 
fight if they went in now. “No, I think he’II be okay. Lucien said he’d have Caleb bring us 
Molly back soon. So, that’s good, right?” 


“Sounds like he’s not planning on kidnapping Caleb permanently.” Beau agreed, shifting 
around until Jester was half laying on her more comfortably. “And not planning on killing 
Molly, so I'd say that counts as good news.” 


Jester hummed, not completely at ease, but not quite as worried. Lucien was still planning to 
do something really dangerous, but at least he wasn’t planning on hurting Molly or Caleb in 
the process. Not on purpose anyway, so that was something to work with. 


After a silent prayer of thanks to the Traveler, Jester cast the message spell to speak to Fjord, 
updating him with the mostly good news. “Hey Fjord, we found Caleb, we don’t have him 
yet, but he’s not hurt. They are both still in Kamordah, I’1l message you again tomorrow.” 


Beau chuckled once she was done, leaning down to kiss her brow. “You’re getting better at 
that. No dropped words that time.” 


“Maybe I’ve always been good at it, I’ve just been pretending up until now.” Jester teased, 
wriggling around to give Beau a real kiss. 


“Please tell Fjord that, his face would be priceless.” Beau laughed, relaxing into Jester’s 
embrace. It wasn’t perfect, there were too many things going on, to many missions and 
problems to be solved, a sense of danger circling ever closer. For now though, it was enough 
to be with one she loved. 
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Even after the soft glow of the scry spell had faded, Lucien kept watch. Caleb took some time 
to fall back to sleep, but Lucien was patient enough and purred for him softly. 


The pack had to be close. How they had gotten here so quickly... they must have split; he'd 
assume Jester and Fjord. Not extremely problematic, both relied heavily enough on magic. 
And he knew himself to be equal footing or better with Fjord concerning blade work. 
Normally. He was, admittedly, not his best at current. Caleb was both incentive and deterrent, 
the other Alpha more likely to charge in but also susceptible to threats towards Caleb. 


If they had considered that, sent Yasha instead... She would be a threat to him, and harder to 
handicap with the removal of magic. Though, they probably wouldn't want to kill him, not 
with Molly still present. He would not be so fortunate once he succeeded, but Lucien planned 
to be, and stay, far from the pack until tempers cooled. 


The halfling would have tried to shoot him by now, and the Nein had learned their lesson on 
the dangers of letting two clerics off alone. Perhaps it would be Beauregard... 


He grimaced, shaking the fatigue driven speculation from his mind. He should probably 
leave. Now. He had supplies and as much information as he was likely to get, there was little 
to be gained from waiting. 


Lucien looked down at Caleb sleeping again, running gentle fingers through the Omega’s 
hair. He would let the wizard sleep, would keep watch. It was soothing, restful, being around 
him. Rest was something he sorely needed. Whether Fjord or Molly liked it or not, Lucien 
was bonded to Caleb too and so reaped the benefits that came with that connection. 


Come dawn, however, he would leave. The Nein would be there to stop him soon, might 
already have arrived in Kamordah. 


The thought was enough to have him watching both the door and window, gaze flickering 
between them until the flash of suspicion had passed. Whether they were here already or not, 
they wouldn't risk Caleb. Lucien would rather not threaten the Omega's life, but he would do 
what was necessary to be free. 


Lucien stayed curled around Caleb, wakeful and watching, running through his plans over 
again in his thoughts. Time passing was a blur of plans and potential problems, struggling to 
keep awake and alert enough to hold onto himself and not let Molly back. 


Caleb stirred soon after dawn, rousing to slow wakefulness. The Omega flinched as he 
opened his eyes, freezing into stillness with a submissive whine as if he thought himself not 
allowed to move. A rule Caleb likely believed to be in effect, which Lucien was not fond of 
at all. 


True, he had said he needed that training in Caleb, and it had come in useful in getting this 
far. Except Lucien had fully expected Caleb to recover rather than slide further back on that 
training, and it was frustrating to be so incorrect. Nor was he pleased to realize he had no way 
of fixing it. 


However, Caleb was resilient. Lucien knew that, and he knew sending the mage back to the 
others with Molly would be enough. It would have to be. Then, maybe in a year or so, he 
would return to see how the Omega fared. See if the pack was one he wished to call his own 
or if he was better off finding a new one, or none at all. 


Lucien shook away the lapse in attention, the scent of Omega distress calling him to the 
present. He put the anti-magic field up as a precaution, though the mage hadn't tried a single 
spell without permission. Fearful obedience and not at all the satisfying submission his own 
instinct craved. 


Lucien nudged Caleb into sitting up, fetching a few bits of breakfast for the man while he 
took the opportunity to relieve and clean himself with their meager supplies. 


Caleb accepted the food, eating it quietly and without complaint when told. It wasn’t really 
enough, Lucien knew, but the pack would have Caleb back soon and be able to take care of 
him. 


"I'm leaving to find the hag today." Lucien explained, watching for any reaction. Worry and 
unease flickered across Caleb's face, but the Omega said nothing. "It's two days journey on 
foot, but the Nein are close. I wouldn't be surprised if they find you before nightfall." 


Lucien sat beside Caleb, scenting him again even though the Omega was already thoroughly 
claimed. He would be fine. Jester and whoever was with her would find Caleb and the wizard 
would tell them the plan. He would prefer they think it three or four days, but Lucien was too 
tired to try and lie about how long the journey would take. 


Sleeplessness was harder without the Cognoza fueling him, but Lucien had made it work. 
He'd cloaked Molly's consciousness in the tattered remnants of that boon, wrapping him 
tightly and chaining him to stay in control. It wouldn't last, it couldn't, not permanently. It 
was draining and he'd slipped once already. He couldn’t last much longer, but Lucien just 
needed a little more time. 


They wouldn’t trust his words anyway, so the truth would cause no damage. Everyone he had 
spoken to, every estimate they'd given for reaching the destination marked on the map, had 


been about eighteen hours walk or more. Two days. The pack would verify the information, 
wouldn't trust his word, and maybe the distance would make them complacent. 


It was two days for most, but Lucien had no intentions of taking that long. He would cut the 
time in half, or more, by not stopping. He'd find this hag by nightfall, or early the next 
morning. He had no other options. 


He shook himself back to the present, turning to Caleb and beginning to tie him again. Lucien 
wasn't certain it was needed, but he would not risk Caleb fleeing and finding the Nein too 
soon. Of them then finding him too soon. 


"You'll be fine." Lucien said distractedly, stacking Caleb's spell books on the lone nightstand 
once the mage was secured, then draping Molly's coat over them. Small things, little delays 
for any pursuit, but he only needed enough time to make the deal. 


Molly was fighting him, again, always, more so now he was planning on leaving Caleb alone. 
The other hadn't liked how Lucien was treating Caleb, but the struggle to keep control had 
been manageable. It was becoming harder and the pack closing in wasn't the only thing 
running Lucien out of time. 


Caleb, at least, was making things easy. Still and quiet and submissive, and Lucien rewarded 
him with loose bindings and a gentle touch. 


"It will be Molly, next time you see this face." Lucien told him, a goodbye in its own way as 
he leaned to kiss Caleb's cheek. 


Lucien turned away, grabbing the pack of supplies, leaving the room and locking the door 
behind him. He left Molly's twin blades, knowing a fight wasn't likely nor conducive for his 
cause. And pointless, because he knew he was no match for pretty much anything in his 
current state. Tired, distracted, driven. He would rest once this was over. 
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Beauregard woke with a heart skipping fear that they'd overslept. It was still pitch black in 
the wine cellar, disorienting and completely impossible to tell the time of day. Training gave 
her the ability to school the knee jerk reaction to jump up and rush, the monk slipping 
carefully from where she and Jester were interwoven. 


It was a relief to still see stars in the dark sky, the edge of the horizon only just hinting at 
dawn. Still early and, though neither of them had really gotten enough sleep, it was time to 
go. She didn't want to risk Lucien and Caleb slipping past them in the early hours before 
dawn. 


Beau moved back down the few steps, dropping beside Jester and shaking her shoulder 
gently. "Jes, come on. We gotta get moving." 


Jester grumbled, pushing herself up, but made no further complaints. Beau helped the cleric 
to her feet, smothering a grin when Jester yawned and followed blearily. 


"Wha time is it?" Jester asked once outside, squinting up at the still dark sky. 


"A little before dawn, but I don't want to miss them if they leave." Beau explained, taking the 
direct route back to the Wilted Vine. 


There were few enough people on the streets at this early hour, most of them field hands 
getting a start before the sun rose to heat the day. Harvest was still a ways off, but there was 
still plenty of work to be done. They ignored Beau and Jester, and the two women did the 
same. The inn was still and quiet when they arrived, the owner not having opened the doors 
yet. 


Jester and Beau found a good spot to keep watch, better than the previous day now they had 
the time to scout out the lay of the land. By the time the sun had lit the sky, Beau was 
confident they’d managed to conceal themselves well enough that Lucien shouldn’t spot 
them. 


They sat in silence, neither having much to say and not looking forward to another day 
following the Tiefling around. The morning was well under way, the streets beginning to 
bustle with activity, before Lucien stepped out of the door of the Wilted Vine. 


Beau narrowed her eyes, watching uneasily at the purposeful stride, single minded and 
focused, as Lucien walked away from the inn without a backward glance. He had most, if not 
all, of the supplies he'd been gathering. Notably, Molly's coat was still absent, in its place 
something duller and more suited for blending. 


She didn’t need to follow him to the edge of the city to know Lucien was leaving. And Caleb 
wasn't with him. 


Shit, so much for that plan. Beau wouldn't want to risk fighting him one on one, or sending 
Jester off to try and find Caleb on her own. There was no telling what might happen on either 
of those ends. 


"Looks like he's leaving.” Beau grumbled, tense and unhappy. 


“But where’s Caleb?” Jester asked worriedly, biting her lip as she watched Lucien weaving 
through a thick group of workers going the opposite way. “Should we follow him?” 


"He's on foot, so it should take a couple days for him to even get close to where he's going." 
Beau said, shaking her head. Pure guesswork based on what he carried and snippets of 
conversation she'd lip read yesterday. "We can catch up to him if we need to. The others are 
two, three days off?" 


Jester nodded. "That's what Fjord said last night when I let him know what was going on." 


"We should go get Caleb if he’s in there. Take him somewhere safe, then maybe message 
Lucien, try and give him a reason to turn around. Maybe we can stall long enough for the 
others to show up." Beau suggested. "Or you fly me out there and we'll see who wins." 


Jester snorted, some of the tension easing as they both shifted their attention to the inn. 
"Okay, so how are we going to find which room Caleb is in, because I didn't see that when I 
was scrying." 


"We can bust down some doors or play nice with the innkeep. Do some of your mojo, see if 
he'll spill what room Lucien got. Maybe cough up a key." 
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Beauregard found it somewhat amusing to watch Jester flirt. Even when it was with someone 
else. The Tiefling treated it like a game even when she was serious about her pursuits. In this 
case, she wasn’t even remotely interested in the middle-aged Beta and, in the moments before 
she cast the charm spell, it was funny to watch the man splutter in shock at being flirted with. 
The place didn’t exactly look like it got a lot of business, much less hot blue Tieflings that 
flirted. 


Beau had been the one to do the flirting thing to distract guards and such before, and Jester 
was definitely taking some plays out of her book right now. 


The interior of the Wilted Vine had a tavern, but it was a small dingy thing with only two 
tables. The majority of the building was obviously dedicated to rooms to sleep in, which was 
probably why there was so little traffic. Kamordah wasn’t exactly a tourist attraction. It did 
mean that the owner was the only one in the room at the moment, organizing some old 
looking bottles on the lone shelf behind the bar. 


He looked up as the two of them walked in, brightening at the prospect of more customers. 
That brightness turned into a puzzled confusion as Jester sauntered up to lean against the bar, 
batting her eyes at him with overdone enthusiasm. 


“Hello! Are you the owner of this charming place?” Jester asked in what Beau assumed was 
supposed to be an alluring tone. She thought it could probably be taking as sarcasm, but the 
man seemed to be too thrown off guard to take it that way. 


“Uh, Iam, yes, Um...” He stammered out, baffled and confused as he blinked at her. 


Jester’s tail waved playfully behind her, the Tiefling standing up a little straighter, though still 
leaning towards the man. “Wonderful! I am supposed to be meeting a friend, he is a Tiefling 
just like me! And he said he would be at this charming inn, but he didn’t remember to tell me 
the name, but I saw this place and it looked so cute! So I thought it had to be here, and I very 
much wanted to surprise him, is he staying here?” 


Somewhere in that long winded explanation, Jester must have cast her spell. The suspicious 
and wary glances Beau had begun to receive (no surprise there, she was standing not very 
stealthily to watch), sudden vanished as the innkeeper’s entire attention zeroed in on Jester. 
His smile turned a little dopey as he leaned forward on the bar. “Oh, I have recently had a 
patron of the like, yeah. Is he a relative of yours?” 


The hopefulness in his tone was a little pathetic, as was the bit of sullenness that vanished 
when Jester nodded. “He is! And I wanted to surprise him! Could you tell me what room he’s 


in?” 


The man frowned slightly, eyes flickering warily toward the hallway leading toward to inn’s 
rooms. “I dunno, he was... very specific he didn’t want anyone in his room til he left. No 
cleanin’ or anything.” 


Jester giggled at him, reaching to pat his hand once. “He won’t mind if it’s just me, silly.” 


“How about you wait for him to come back, surprise him when he gets here?” The innkeeper 
asked, dopey grin back on his face. “Yesterday he was here ever couple hours, dropping back 
at his room.” 


“That must have been very disruptive for the other patrons.” Jester said in mock 
disgruntlement. 


“Na.” The man said, shaking his head. “Only one other staying is some old cadger can barely 
hear.” 


That was enough information for Beau to go on, though she was surprised that he hadn’t been 
spilling the room and sliding them a key. He was obviously taken in by Jester and her spell, 
but Lucien had still done a good enough job to make him wary of actually giving them easy 
access to the room. Beau was beginning to hope that maybe Lucien hadn’t been a complete 
waste of breath and Caleb might be safer than they’d have hoped. 


Helpfully, the unused rooms were unlocked when she tried the handle. The first three were 
empty, holding only a simple bed and a dresser. The fourth was locked, but a minute with her 
lockpicks got it open. It wasn’t the best quality of lock, so she was glad Veth wasn’t around to 
give her shit for how long it took to get it open. 


Inside were some bags stacked by the door, the occupant on the bed snoring lightly. This 
must be the old man, grey and white hairs sticking up in odd places. He had his back to the 
door and didn’t stir even as it creaked a little being opened. Beauregard slowly backed out to 
let the old gnome sleep, even taking a second to relock the door. 


Three more doors down and she ran into another locked one, this one yielding to her 
lockpicks much faster. She straightened and pushed the door open, finding one Caleb 
Widowgast struggling into an upright position from where he was bound and gagged on the 
bed. 


For a moment, Beau felt relief. Caleb was here, alive and whole. She was instantly pissed 
again at Lucien for having tied the mage. As if it weren’t bad enough leaving him here alone 
in the first place, he’d basically made the Omega helpless and vulnerable to an extreme 
degree. 


Beau and Jester were here now at least, the others not too far off, so she pushed away the 
irritation in favor of just being glad he wasn ¢ hurt as she began moving toward him to untie 
him. The reality of Caleb’s mindset crashed onto her like a ton of bricks as she registered the 
wide-eyed fear, the monk freezing in beat of shock as the Omega was quickly scrambling 
backwards away from her in terror. 


He was letting out a thin whine, broken only by muffled yelp as he fell onto the floor. He still 
shuffled back, stopping halfway toward trying to cower against the wall. Beau slowed her 
approach, trying to be non-threatening as she moved around the bed to lay eyes on him 
again, but it was too little too late not to scare him. 


Caleb shifted to his knees, bending forward in a low bow with arms still tied behind him. 


'T'm not going to hurt you." Beau promised, stepping closer and kneeling down next to him. 
She was slow to touch, wary of the lack of response. Beau couldn t help but think Caleb 
would be much less scared of Jester, was regretting not being the one to volunteer as the 
distraction. Somehow this was worse than when Avantika had kept Caleb tied up. He’d been 
terrified then too, so maybe he’d calm down once he realized she wasnt a threat. 


"It's okay, hey, it's okay. Come on. Sit up for me so I can..." 


Beau trailed off as Caleb instantly obeyed, the Omega only shaking harder as she freed him 
from the gag. "Jester's just downstairs." Beau tried, tugging at the ropes that thankfully fell 
away easily. None were very tight; Caleb probably would have been able to struggle free if 
he'd really tried. “Where's your stuff so we can get out of here?” 


She followed Caleb's flickered glance over to Molly's coat that lay draped carefully over a 
simple chest of drawers. She stood up to go inspect it, poking at it in suspicion. Molly s 
blades were leaned up against the side of the thing, and nothing else seemed off, so she 
picked up the coat to take with them. Caleb's books were underneath, and she grabbed those 
and the scimitars before turning back to the mage. 


It hurt to see him cringe even from just her gaze, so much worse than that first day they'd 
met. She knew him now, had worked really hard to get past this bland terror, and in just a few 
days Lucien had ruined it. "Can you stand?" 


Caleb began to move in answer, flinching before he'd fully risen and dropped back to shift 
into a different submissive pose. Hands flat on his thighs, head bent. 


Beau stepped closer to him and crouched, trying to find his eyes to meet them. "Hey, come on, 
talk to me man." 


"Y-Yes, Alpha" Caleb whispered, shaky and broken. Terrified, resigned, and Beau wasn't sure 
why. 


But they couldn't stay here. And much as Beau hated it, Caleb seemed to really only respond 
to one thing right now. He’d once mentioned a need for permission for things, and she 
supposed her words weren ¢ really that. A question rather than an order, so he’d stopped 
himself from following through. 


She really didn t want to do orders, but if he needed simple, direct, and overly controlling... 
She could give him that at least a little, if he needed it. "Okay, you can stand up. We need to 
leave." 


Beau matched Caleb’ pace as the wizard stood, worried and at a loss how to help. After a 
moment of silent hesitation, Caleb looked away and tilted his chin submissively. "Thank you, 
Alpha." 


"Yeah..." Beau replied, stepping back. "Come on, follow me. Jester's just back in the main 
room with the innkeep.” 


The words didn't comfort, if anything Caleb looked more afraid. But he followed, kept in step 
with her as she led him out of the room. Belatedly, she offered him his books. 


Caleb's hands shook, but he accepted, speaking a quiet question a few steps later. "What spell 
do- do you require, Alpha?" 


"None. Keep them. They're yours." Beau replied shortly, tone probably too gruff. Lucien was 
so dead. She'd gladly let him go through with this now just so she could kill him. Caleb was 
so much worse off than ever. She slung Molly’ coat over one shoulder as a distraction, 
shuffling the twin blades into a better grip. Lucien was going to very much regret succeeding 
because he was going to find a long line of people more than ready to murder him. 
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When they came back to the open room of the inn's small tavern, Beau slid a little to stand in 
front of Caleb. She could almost feel him flinch, but Beau knew it would be worse if she 
didn’t. Jester was eager and excited looking back at them, and Beau was quick to give a short 
shake of her head to warn the cleric from running over. The last thing they needed was Caleb 
bolting, though she honestly didn’t think the mage would dare try. 


Beau jerked her head toward the door, leading Caleb that way without any more hesitation. 
The innkeeper hadn’t noticed the Omega and Beau wasn’t going to give him the chance. First 
things first, get Caleb somewhere safe and assess the damage. 


Beau paid no attention as Jester turned back to make excuses and farewells to the owner of 
the inn, instead focused on ushering Caleb out into the morning light. He had his eyes down, 
entire posture submissive, and followed her slightest indication. He held his spell books 
almost awkwardly in his hands, offering them to her the instant she’d brought them to a halt 
to wait for Jester in the shade. 


“Keep them.” Beau told him again, shaking her head. Worryingly, Caleb still didn’t tuck them 
away. He only curled them to his chest but made no move to place them in the holsters still at 
his side. He was trembling, drawing shaky breaths that did nothing to calm the swirling terror 
around him. 


Jester was coming out of the Wilted Vine within a few moments, catching sight of the two of 
them and hurrying over. The cleric slowed as she drew closer, ever her limited senses picking 
up on the waves of anxious fear rolling off the Omega. 


"Hey Caleb. We're here to rescue you. Are you hurt, do you want me to heal you?" Jester 
asked carefully as she reached them. 


Caleb didn't reply immediately, instead glanced over at Beauregard. 


"It's up to you." Beau pressed the decision back to him, hoping he would understand. He was 
safe, he could be himself, she wouldn’t be mad. He didn’t need permission. "Think about it if 
you need to, you got time." 


"A-after... can... can it be after?" Caleb asked, so quiet it was almost difficult to hear. 


After what, Beau wanted to ask, but Jester was already agreeing. "Of course, Caleb, anytime 
you want, just say so, okay." 


Caleb looked ashen as he nodded silent agreement. 


"We should get going." Beau said, focusing on Jester since her attention seemed to scare 
Caleb. "We can hide out, wait for the others." 


See what Caleb knew about Lucien’s plans, but she wasn’t going to say that. They’d need to 
decide whether it was a good idea to go after him now or not. The plan might still work, but 
Beau knew Caleb wasn't up for any kind of confrontation. And honestly, the Omega would be 
useless against Lucien anyway. 


Jester nodded, moving slow and careful to link her arm around Caleb's. "We got this really 
cool hide out, I think you'll like it. It's like a secret base, like when we were kids, and it's 
super cool and super safe." 


Jester explained as they walked, filling the tense silence. Beau gave Caleb a little more 
distance but kept guard on the Omega's other side. No one knew there was an Omega in town 
but walking brazenly thought the streets was sure to gather some notice. They probably 
should have thought of something to keep Caleb secret, especially if they were going to leave 
him behind to go after Lucien. 


“And it’s really kind of small and cramped, but you know it’s a really good hide out.” Jester 
was explaining all over again, her words coming non-stop faced with the fearful silence from 
the wizard. 


Beau entered the wine cellar first, unwilling to make Caleb feel like he was being herded 
inside and trapped. She moved as far into the small space as she could, even going so far as 
to hop up on one of the large barrels and sit cross-legged to take up as little space as possible. 


Jester stayed beside Caleb as they entered, holding the wizard's hand as he shook. "Do you 
want me to heal you now?" 


Caleb had barely lifted his gaze the entire walk, much less now they were inside the dark 
space, though Beau didn't miss the glance he threw her. "C-can it be after?" 


Beau had to swallow a growl when it finally clicked what he meant. Guilt, shame, and a 
radiating fury at Lucien warred in her chest. She had known the man wasn’t her biggest fan, 
but she wouldn’t have thought he say anything to make Caleb afraid of just being around her 
again. Tension strangled her words as she asked, praying she was wrong. "After what?" 


Caleb flinched, shaking hard enough she could see it clearly even with the meager light 
spilling in the open door. She didn't want to know how Fjord was probably reacting to the 
fear she was putting the Omega through. 


"A-after you a-are done. With... with me." Caleb answered, slow and afraid and resigned 
and... 


"Oh, Caleb-" 


"Jester." Beau stopped the cleric, knowing no reassurances were going to cut it. Caleb 
expected the worst, and actions were always easier than words for Beau. She turned her 


attention back to Caleb as she slid from her seat, jerking her head to call him over. "Come 
here then." 


Caleb walked toward her with the step of someone facing an execution. But he didn't beg, 
didn't plead, just stood before her shaking, a whimper only slipping out when she reached for 
him. 


Mimicking a behavior wasn't too difficult for Beau, though it was a little challenging this 
time because she'd only seen it done properly once. Caleb was only marginally helpful, 
adjusting his stance at her slightest indication, as she tried to copy how Jester's mom had 
scented the cleric at the Chateau when demonstrating how they needed to do the same with 
Caleb. 


She started at his hands, flipping them over gently and rubbing their wrists together, trailing 
the touch up the majority of his arms. Beau wrapped her arms around him as she stepped 
closer, hugging him gently as she pressed her cheek alongside his. He absolutely reeked of 
Lucien; the scent somewhat different than Molly’s when she paid close attention to it. A 
subtle difference in the emotion underlaying it. 


It didn’t bother her, and she hoped it didn’t bother him that she was overlaying it with her 
own. Beau’s motions were more clinical than Marion, and not near as effective most likely. 
Caleb's breaths were coming out in ragged pants, terror rolling off of him strong enough Beau 
wondered if it might be enough to reach even her buried instincts. She kept going though, 
doing the only thing she thought might reassure him that a beating wasn't coming. 


Beau switched sides, wishing she could purr to sooth him. She didn't dare trying to 
approximate the sound with a growl. He was scared enough. She left his neck alone, she'd bit 
him there once and she didn't want him thinking that was the point of this. Instead, she ran 
both hands through his hair, wrists touching his temple to leave her scent. 


He was half coated in Beau’s scent by the time she stepped back. Any more than that and 
Beau would have to deal with Fjord's jealousy directed at her when the others finally showed 
up. Instinct and all that, because he knew full well she was happy with Jester and Yasha. Still, 
by most standards the Omega would appear to be well and thoroughly claimed. Hopefully 
feel safer too, like pack again. 


Beau tilted her head at him, a show of consideration, then nodded. "Okay. I'm done. That's all 
you got coming from me for this whole thing. Alright?" 


She didn't know why he expected her to hit him, if maybe Lucien had said something. Or if it 
was just training from Zeenoth. He'd expected a punishment bad enough that he'd asked 
Jester to wait until after it was done to heal him. Had done so twice. If this didn’t fix it, the 
only other thing to do was be patient and let him figure it out on his own. 


"Wh- I.. had...we- I b-brought him here. To Kamordah." Caleb stammered, standing shocked 
as his gaze darted between Beau and Jester. 


"And I'm sure he gave you so many other options." Beau scoffed sarcastically, toning it down 
when he flinched and cringed. "Seriously, Caleb, I'm not mad." 


Caleb looked over at Jester, eyes too wide and vulnerable, and Jester couldn't hold herself 
back any longer. 


The cleric all but pounced on Caleb wrapping her arms around him in the fiercest gentle hug. 
"Oh, Caleb! Of course we're not mad! I was so worried about you! I'm really sorry I got you 
hurt, we thought you were coming here, and even though we didn't know for sure, I'm so 
sorry about what happened, and I didn't mean for you to get hurt!" 


Caleb stared down at her, returning the hug of for no other reason than an instinctive need to 
get her to slow down and breath. 


He couldn’t help but look back over at Beau, still uncertain whether she was truly not angry 
with him. It didn’t feel possible. He’d seen firsthand her protectiveness towards her family, or 
her younger sibling anyway. And Caleb had brought Lucien here, had done nothing to 
prevent it. He didn’t know if Lucien had gone anywhere near the boy or not, but that didn’t 
mean much in the grand scheme of things. He’d still led the Alpha here. 


But... Beauregard had scented him, was currently letting Jester hug him. 
Caleb flinched hard as Jester let out a sudden exclamation of “oh!’’. He waited in tense fear, 
but she only stepped back from him and shifted her fingers in a familiar pattern. 


“Hey Fjord, it’s Jester! I just wanted to let you know that Caleb is all safe and sound, okay? 
Lucien left, but we don’t know if we need to follow him right now or wait, or-“ Jester 
rambled, cutting off with a long suffering sigh. 


By Caleb’s count, Fjord hadn’t gotten but half of that. Beauregard’s scoffed laugh didn’t do 
anything to help the anxiety building in his stomach. He glanced over at Beau, meeting her 
eyes only long enough to be sure he had the monk’s attention. “He, ah, Lucien had said... 
the, ah, the trip to find the hag was- was two days.” 


Caleb wasn’t sure about speaking out of turn, but he hoped the information offered freely and 
without prompting was acceptable enough. Better to show willingness to cooperate, even if 
neither blamed him. 


“Sounds about right, if I remember that map right. But we’ll ask around, make sure.” Beau 
said with a shrug. 


“Oh, well that’s good. Fjord says they will be here in two days. Hang on let me send him the 
rest.” Jester said, recasting the spell. “Caleb says that Lucien will take two days to get to the 
hag. Should we come out and get you and then go after him?” 


Caleb shuddered. That was not something he wanted to do, for multiple reasons. First, he 
wanted to delay any potential anger coming his way from the pack leader. This entire thing 
was his fault; he’d teleported Lucien to Zadash, had been the catalyst for why Lucien wanted 
his own form so badly, and he’d done absolutely nothing to slow or stop him. Part of him 
knew that wasn’t... entirely true, and that Fjord likely wouldn’t hurt him even if it were. But 
the vast majority of Caleb’s experiences and expectation said otherwise. 


Second, if they went and found the rest of the pack, they’d immediately go after Lucien. 
Caleb wanted no part in that violence. It would end in a fight, no doubt, and Lucien would be 
furious with him. The Nein wouldn’t kill him, not with Molly still there, and they didn’t seem 
much like they wanted to attempt to deal with the hag and separate the two Alpha’s. So, 
Lucien would continue to exist. Caleb wanted nothing more than to never be in arms reach of 
that Alpha again. 


“Fjord says maybe.” Jester sighed, before looking over at Caleb. “And he also says he is very 
glad you are okay Caleb. Well, he said that first, but you know what I mean.” 


Caleb knew what she meant, but he didn’t know what the Alpha meant. He couldn’t guess 
tone or intent having not heard it, so he wasn’t comforted at all with the words. 


Jester continued, here excitement returning to its normal bubbliness. “Oh, but do you need 
anything Caleb? Any healing, or food, or some milk or water, or... um...” 


Caleb said nothing, just shaking his head in denial. He didn’t want to push his luck, but his 
stomach spoke up for him. He flushed red, tensing uneasily, but neither of the women seemed 
upset. Jester seemed delighted, actually, which... tracked. The Nein had always loved feeding 
him, though he was vaguely uncomfortable with the idea right now. 


Jester laughed at the noise, unaware of his growing unease, spinning and diving toward their 
bags in the corner. "We don't have much, but I'll totally get more later. Here!" 


Caleb was already looking away, face flushed red with embarrassment as he began to shake 
his head. If that was the last of their supplies, he shouldn’t- 


"Just take it Caleb. She won't be happy until you do." Beau said quietly, far too close and in a 
tone Caleb was too lost in a fear and panic to read. 


Caleb snapped his mouth shut from the beginnings of a denial, reaching out with shaking 
hands to accept the parcel of food from the cleric when she stepped back over. He hadn't 
meant to defy, hadn't meant to make Jester unhappy. And she was, the cleric’s glee having 
faded into a tight smile fraught with worry. 


Caleb’s attention was riveted on Beau, though he kept his eyes glued to the floor. It was hard 
not to drop to his knees when moved closer, but he remembered she did not like that. Baring 
his neck in surrender was harder, his breath catching even knowing full well she didn't have 
the same ability as Lucien. 


"You're good, it's okay." Beau told him gruffly, keeping her hands at her sides. "You can eat.” 


Caleb nodded woodenly, glad to agree to anything so long as she was not angry. There was 
little room in the small space, so he simply sank down to sit on the ground. Jester was sitting 
beside him a breath later, water skin in her hands. It was... far too much like the past week of 
his existence, untied only long enough to eat and drink, breaks for necessary things only. It 
set his pulse racing, though he didn’t complain or move away. Even if Beauregard and Jester 
wouldn’t mind, his training told him it wasn’t allowed and he couldn’t do anything but follow 
that in this moment. 


So he ate. Bite by bite that he didn’t taste, not able to lift his eyes, only just keeping himself 
from baring his throat in submission at every shift from the Alpha nearby. Even when 
Beauregard sat down, he still felt her presence as it she were towering. 


At least he wasn’t bound again once he’d finished. Not really. Jester took his hand in hers, 
which was as good as chains because he couldn’t even fathom trying to pull away. Not when 
she wanted to touch him. Be good and let them do what they wanted. It hurt less. 


“T think our best bet would be to meet up with the others in the morning.” Beau suggested, 
leaning to the side a little and propping her chin on her fist. 


Jester tilted her head, eyes skimming up and down Caleb as she nodded. It was indication 
enough that the delay was his fault, tense anxiety curling in Caleb’s stomach in result. The 
cleric didn’t sound angry, at least, when she spoke. 


“T can fly us all out there Caleb, you don’t have to worry about it. And you can maybe stay 
with Caduceus, head back to town, while we go find Lucien. Would that be okay?” 


Caleb nodded automatically, eyes flickering unbidden around at the cellar they were in. It 
didn’t look the most comfortable, but it wasn’t the worst place he’d have stayed. Even with 
Caduceus it wouldn’t be too terrifying. 


“Not here.” Beau said, shaking her head. 


Caleb’s shoulders tensed, eyes dropping again in fear at having been caught looking. Not here 
might mean somewhere worse, but he knew better than to ask. 


“T was thinking maybe he could stay with TJ.” Beau continued, leaning forward slightly to 
brush Caleb’s other hand with her fingers. 


The mage managed to keep from flinching away, instantly tilting his chin in submission. 


“It’s okay, I just... I'd have wanted to introduce you at some point anyway.” Beau said softly, 
pulling back and looking away. “My parents are both Betas, so, you know. You’ll be fine. 
And you won’t be alone, you’ll be safe.” 


“Yes, Alpha.” Caleb replied obediently, ducking his head as he caught the scent of frustration 
from the monk. 


“Do you want to go now?” Jester asked, petting the hand she held absently. He could feel a 
slight cooling touch of magic, soothing and erasing the slight bruising and reddening from 
where he’d been tied so often. Not so absent a touch then, and Caleb was a little grateful for 
the healing as he realized he’d never actually answered her request to do so. 


Caleb glanced at Beau, seeing the Alpha nod. He leaned into Jester a little, unsure if speaking 
were allowed but wanting to do something to please Jester. To thank her for her gentleness, 
for healing him. “Could we? Please?” 


The request worked, Jester brightening immediately. Surprisingly, it also smoothed the 
frustration out of the Alpha’s scent. 


“Yeah, come on.” Beau agreed, standing up smoothly and stepping back. 


Jester clambered to her feet far less gracefully, but with much more enthusiasm. She helped 
Caleb up as well, the two of them following Beauregard out and back towards the center of 
town. 


“You’re going to love TJ!” Jester said, filling the silence as they walked. “He’s super 
adorable, and very sweet, and he’s five years old now, and I think it’s been probably about six 
months since we visited? He’s got the biggest house, and these huge vineyards right out the 
back door!” 


“We call it his, because none of us like my dad.” Beau chimed in, falling back a little to walk 
beside them. She stayed on Jester’s opposite side from Caleb, which he appreciated. He also 
appreciated the subtle assurance that this information was permissible for him to have. 


“He’s a dick, but he won’t hurt you.” Beau continued, shrugging. “He’s all about image and 
the family business. Mom is... okay. I mean, it’s still a little weird with us, but with TJ 
around...” 


“They have staff and all that too, because they are totally rich.” Jester spoke up, saving the 
monk. 


“For Kamordah, they’re rich.” Beau snorted, accepting the change of subject with ill hidden 
relief. “But either way it means a safer place for you to stay.” 


“Thank you, Alpha.” Caleb replied, feeling uneasy guilt at how the words seemed to dampen 
the mood. Jester was quick to bounce back, continuing about TJ and the rest of the Lionett’s. 
Beau would add things here and there, both of them reassuring Caleb that it was safe, and 
he’d have one of them with him all the time just in case. 


Beauregard drifted out in front of them as they moved further to the outskirts of town, large 
rows of crops leading up to a large estate. The three of them were about a hundred yards from 
the house when the door was flung open, a young boy came dashing out. He was as Jester 
had described; about four years old with dark wild curly hair. A jade necklace swung jerkily 
around his neck as he ran, Beauregard striding forward with a grin and letting him leap up to 
give her a hug. 


TJ looked very similar to the monk, Caleb noted, and Beauregard looked much younger and 
less fierce when being used by the child as a jungle gym. She loved him, obviously, and 
Caleb wasn’t sure whether to be comforted or more afraid at the prospect of being formally 
introduced. 


TJ was a little less exuberant, but no less welcoming, as he turned to Jester once he’d finished 
greeting his sister. Seeing Caleb, however, the boy hesitated, head tilting into Beau’s leg with 
a shy curiosity. 


“Hey TJ.” Beau said, squatting down next to the boy. “This is our new friend Caleb. He’s 
pretty cool, he does magic and stuff.” 


“Like Jester?” TJ asked. 


“Not quite.” Beau chuckled. “He doesn’t really do pranks yet. You think you could do me a 
favor? Keep an eye on him? We’re gonna go get the rest of our friends, then Caleb and 
Caduceus will come back here.” 


TJ looked back over at Caleb, Jester giving the mage a subtle nudged. Caleb took a small step 
forward, glancing warily at Beau. “Ah, h-hallo. It is good to- to meet you.” 


Caleb waited patiently while TJ took in a quiet breath of his scent. 
“T think he’s okay.” TJ whispered to Beau. 

Beauregard nodded seriously, whispering back. “Yeah, me too.” 
“T’ll have to ask father...” TJ said, glancing back at the house. 


“T’ll take care of that.” Beau assured him, straightening as she followed his gaze. She lifted a 
hand in greeting at the woman coming out, giving a short nod as she drew closer. 


Jester leaned over to whisper to Caleb. “That’s Clara, Beau’s mom.” 


“Beauregard, welcome.” Clara said quickly as she reached them, her attention turning to TJ 
as her tone took on a bit of a scold. “TJ, you should not run out so, you had worried me.” 


TJ poked the ground with a toe, hanging his head a little sheepishly. “Sorry, mother. I saw 
Beauregard coming to visit. Is it okay if they stay?” 


Clara glance curiously over to Jester and Caleb before turning back to Beau. 


“Tl talk to him about it, but yeah. Won’t be for long, couple days.” Beau answered before 
Clara could even ask. “We’ ll head out in the morning, then Caleb will be back with Caduceus 
for maybe another day, two tops.” 


“Caleb is... is he yours?” Clara asked, surprise coloring her tone. 


Beau grimaced. Even here, that mindset was the norm. “Fjord and Molly, technically, but he’s 
pack.” 


Clara had the grace to flush a little, embarrassed shame flickering in her scent. “Of course, 
we can find you all a room.” 


TJ skipped over to stand beside Caleb, arms crossing in a manner very like Beauregard. “I’ve 
got to keep an eye on him, I promised Beau!” 


“That’s right.” Beau chuckled, stepping forward to ruffle his hair. “Keep an eye on him. Jes, 
Caleb, I’ll catch up later.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Clara and TJ are kinda... ooc and different. Partly due to AU timelines and partly 
because age, I bumped him up a bit from cannon. And partly because I don't remember 
much of them, so I just did whatever. 


Um. So, yeah. There's that. 


I don't particularly feel like going into the whole relationship Beau has with her father, 
so, we'll skip that in the fic, just FYI so no one gets hopes up. 


Moving right along, next up.... 
A hag? A fight? Lucien's success or failure? Who knows!!! 


Isharnai 


He was so close. 


The landscape had turned into swampland, brackish water and moss that crept up the sides of 
the trees. The hag's location was close, and Lucien only needed a little longer. He pushed 
away the tiredness, the thrumming headache that was Molly's struggle to take back control. 


Night was starting to break into day again, more hours having passed than he’d have 
preferred. Near twenty-four on a trip that should have taken eighteen. But he didn’t care of 
the additional time taken. The Nein were not here, were not stopping him, and he was so. 
Damned. Close. 


The climb up the mountains had turned into bramble forests and swamps. He’d managed to 
avoid most dangers, kept out of sight of any predators. All but the one, the hag, his entire 
reason for being here. He followed the only dry path through the swamp, guided by the map 
and the notes he’d made from the information he’d gathered. The brightening sky over head 
gave more than enough light for his eyes to see by, even if the lines swam sometimes on the 


page. 


The fog was a little more annoying, drifting up off the brackish waters and masking his vision 
for anything further than thirty feet away. Slowly, the swamp lands began to dry out, his feet 
soon crunching on dried moss as he found solid ground. Out of the fog, a crooked hut began 
to take shape, roof rough and sloping, thatch sticking up at odd places. A twisted ugly crow 
perched atop it, staring down at him with a cocked head. 


Lucien stopped, regarding the bird for a moment. Its shape had that shift around it, indication 
that this was not the true form. All disguises had a quality to them, something indicating a 
spell had been laid. This boon was the strongest, besides the anti-magic, that was left over 
from the Cognoza. It had come in useful so many times in the past and served him well now. 


“T’ve come to make a deal. I want something and I’ve information that says you can grant it.” 
Lucien rasped, exhaustion tugging at his bones. He was running out of time. 


The crow cawed laughter, taking wing and swooping around back of the hut. Lucien 
narrowed his eyes, taking another few steps forward. The fog began to clear the closer he 
drew, pulling back to reveal barren trees surrounding the area, dried and yellow patches of 
grass leading up to the doorway of the dwelling. 


Red light glowed from the windows briefly, darkening quickly. Lucien paused to watch the 
cracked door swing open with an eerie creak, tilting awkwardly on its hinges. Out of the 
darkness of the interior, a figure stepped to stand in the door frame. 


The old woman was hunched, body curving backward with her shoulders slouched forward. 
She still had an impressive height to her, towering higher than Lucien at well over six feet. 
He could imagine she would be all the taller if she were to stand straight. She stayed at the 


doorway to the hut, watching him keenly, before extending a long arm and beckoning him 
forward. 


Lucien growled lowly but stepped forward. He’d come this far; he wasn’t going to turn back 
now. He couldn’t. This was it. The Nein would arrive soon, he was running out of time. If 
they stopped him here... 


The hag turned with unnatural grace, moving with long, lumbering strides into the interior of 
the hut, her arms swaying by her side. She vanished from the doorway and by the time 
Lucien stepped inside, Isharnai was seated behind an ancient desk. 


There was only one window in the house, soon shuttered and closed off by tattered curtains. 
Moth eaten and full of holes, but solid enough to block the vision of the outside. The door 
swung closed behind him with an eerie squeal, echoed by an odd sound of wood shifting. 
Lucien took in the dingy hut briefly, the scattered items and cobwebs, before focusing on the 
reason for this visit. The hag. She appeared vaguely elvish, high cheekbones and near 
glowing eyes, jaw long and pointed. She watched him with an unreadable expression, her lips 
curved vaguely upwards. 


“T sense desperation on you, despair.” She cackled, leaning with interest on her elbows. 
“What is it you want.” 


"I want my own body." Lucien growled the demand. 


"Two bodies for one soul with a piece made into its own." Isharnai chuckled lowly, leaning to 
look down at him. "What would you offer for such a thing?" 


"Name your price." Lucien hissed, wincing against Molly fighting him. “Gold. Power. Yours, 
just get rid of this nuisance in my head. This part of me that never should have existed.” 


“Gold is of no interest to me. Power I have already.” The hag took a long slow breath, an 
ugly grin curling across her face. "Lasting misery. I smell it on you; yours, and that of 
another. Bind that to me and I shall feed on it, and you will have that which you desire." 


"If you wish to have some misery to feed on, have it be Fjord. Or Molly, once you pull him 
out if me. Both if you like. Or the whole damned pack. I don't care, I only want my own 
body." Lucien said, barely holding back a snarl. 


‘A price woven around more than one, and you will have your own form.” Isharnai iterated, 
heat cocking in a short jerky motion as she looked him over. 


Lucien nodded, head pounding as he found to remain. Whatever it meant, whatever it cost 
him, so long as he would be himself alone. He would deal with the price of it later. “Yes.” 


Isharnai stood, thin bony figure towering in the room. She stalked around her desk, extending 
a thin wrinkled hand toward Lucien. She placed a hand on his chest, Lucien's eyes narrowing 
as nothing happened. Molly was still inside his skull, motionless and quiet for once, giving a 

feeling of standing on the edge of some precipice. 


He opened his mouth to speak, to tell her to get on with it, when it felt as if a wall of force 
slammed into him. 


Lucien hadn't expected the division to be painless, but he also hadn't expected it to feel like 
dying. The amount and diversity of the pain surprised him. Every nerve screamed in agony, 
cutting and sharp, magnified by the burning fire of the bond between him, Caleb, and Fjord 
being ripped apart. Another unexpected development, but there was a price for everything. 


The force of it threw him back physically, Lucien groaning at the pain and blinking up at the 
dingy ceiling breathlessly. He growled as the hag laughed, the sound echoing and distant as 
he sat up just in time to watch her shift and morph into an ugly crow. She cawed, beady eyes 
shifting to the left of him, and Lucien looked over to see a mirror version of himself. 


The scars were gone, the other’s skin a smooth purple. Reaching up, Lucien found the same 
true of his own chest. Molly still had the tattoos, but the red eyes were now gone, giving the 
pattern an odd look. Lucien looked at his hand, the palm that had an eye, and found it still 
there. Faded into little more than what amounted to a tattoo, no longer the glassy texture 
they’d been when he’d first received it. The rest were the same, the thin connection he’d 
previously maintained with Cognoza now completely gone. 


Molly was slow sitting up, wavering a little as if drugged, but clearly shaking it off quickly. 


He'd done it. He was himself, only himself. A price had been paid, more than he’d bargained 
for. He could find a way to reconnect with both now he was free of the Nein. He could- 


The sense of victory was short lived as Molly turned to look at him. Lucien was swamped 
with a sudden feeling of rage towards himself, so profoundly deep it left him shocked and 
speechless. Molly wasted no time, not even fully standing before he was lunging toward 
Lucien with a feral snarl. 
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Once Beau had made the arrangements with her father, she found Jester and Caleb in one of 
the guest rooms. Caleb had been shuffled off to the side, making way for Jester and TJ to 
work on building a blanket fort. The four of them spent most of the day hanging out, 
something Beau wasn’t complaining about at all because, not only did that mean she could 
spend time with TJ, but the kid being there seemed to do Caleb a world of good. He didn’t 
seem so afraid, at least. 


He was right back to tense and anxious when they all followed TJ to the dining room for 
dinner. Thoreau was on his best behavior, however, and the meal went without incident. 
Rather than take their own rooms, Beau and Jester stayed with Caleb. He never really 
relaxed, but after a while he did fall asleep. Beau was up for a while longer, worrying and 
thinking, wondering if they’d chosen correctly by waiting. It had to be better to have 
introduced Caleb to the Lionett’s before just dropping him here with only Caduceus. And no 
way in hell was it a good idea to bring the mage to the showdown with Lucien. 


Beau felt like she’d only just closed her eyes, sleep catching her for a few breaths, before she 
was woken by the sound of screaming. 


She jerked upright, rolling to her feet in a quick motion as she looked wildly around the room 
for an attacker. There was no one. No one except for herself, an equally startled Jester, and 
the source of the cries curled up writhing on the floor. She lunged for him as he drew breath 
again, grabbing him and muffling his screams, holding him still as he thrashed. She didn’t 
want him waking the rest of the house, didn’t want TJ to run in on this. 


The Omega’s struggles stilled after a moment and Beau slid back quickly, hoping he wouldn’t 
realize she’d been pinning him. Futile, of course, because the instant she wasn't touching him 
he was cowering back away from her, his sobs choked and muffled in a way she knew was 
him trying to stifle it to please her. He was still in pain, shaking and flinching at nothing. 
There was a dread in her stomach that told her what this was, even if she wanted very 
desperately to deny it. 


"Caleb?!" Jester cried out in worry, taking Beau’s place beside the mage. Her hands brushed 
over him with a pink glow as she tried to fix whatever was wrong. 


It wasn't something that could be fixed, Beau knew. Caleb had his hands over his neck, over 
where Fjord and Molly had bonded him. Had been screaming in raw pain, more visceral that 
when she’d damaged the bond between him and the Alpha’s. 


If that was breaking, on its own... her stomach turned to think of the only reasonable 
explanation. Lucien had left without weapons and it was too soon for him to have reached the 
hag already. Not for it being a two day trip. She knew the pack bond between Fjord let him 
know when something had happened to them, and the connection between a bonded Alpha 
and Omega were so much deeper, stronger... 


Beau reached to take Jester’s hand in her own, stopping her from using any more magic as 
she knelt down beside her. They were probably going to need it later and it wasn’t doing 
Caleb any good. He wasn’t screaming anymore, only letting out a thin whine of fear and pain. 
"Give him a sec Jes. This isn't something you can heal." 


Jester looked up at her with wide eyes, tears brimming as the implications hit her. 


"Give it a minute, then try- try and message Molly." Beau suggested gently, swallowing back 
the break in her voice that threatened to become tears. "Then Fjord." 


Beau waited until Caleb's cries had subsided into shuddered breaths, the Omega curling into 
himself as he shook. She reached toward him carefully, getting no reaction other than a 
pleading whine as she tilted his head, pulling his hand away to reveal smooth unmarked skin 
at his throat. 


"Try Molly." Beau repeated to Jester, already steeling herself. "Then tell Fjord. He'll need to 
know we still have Caleb safe, at least." 
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He didn’t know who he was, where he was, why he was... 


Rage was what he knew, an unfathomable fury at this man. Lucien. That name came back to 
him quickly, following the fury like smoke after a fire. 


The first fight hadn’t been long, claws raking across the other, a snarl on his lips and the 
pulsing rage calling out for blood fueling him on. The darkness of unconsciousness had taken 
him by surprise, only feeling the pain of cuts across his own torso when he woke again some 
time later. 


Lucien was still there, panting and bloodied now, rolling onto his knees and struggling to 
stand. He snarled again, lunging, and Lucien cursed as he was tackled back onto the ground. 
He felt the cuts this time, every blow against Lucien echoed on his own body. He didn’t care. 
He cared nothing for the laughing caw of a crow in the background, the cluttered room of an 
unfamiliar dwelling around him. He only wanted Lucien, for him to pay. 


He wasn’t entirely sure for what; that a question he wasn’t prepared to poke at. Behind it was 
a deep abyss of guilt, pain, and despair. 


Blackness followed again quicker this time, the last flashes of vision being the two of them 
tumbling past the crooked door frame. 


The other Tiefling was still unconscious when he woke again, bleeding but alive, splayed 
face down on the open field. There had been a hut, he remembered, but it was gone now. A 
patch of dirt in a perfect square was the only proof it had been there at all. 


He had come to conclusion that he couldn’t kill Lucien, that was too obviously apparent. 
He’d tried and failed, acquiring more injuries each time, and twice was enough for now. 
Besides, his attention were shifting now the other Alpha wasn’t moving, turning towards the 
one burning concern that had haunted him the entire time he couldn’t move, losing himself 
more and more. 


Caleb. 


His Omega, except not his anymore. The bond was torn, gone, and the lack of ability to make 
sure that Caleb was alive was sending a burning panic up his spine. He should stop, think, 
remember... but there was just instinct. The other Alpha wasn’t a threat right now, so the 
next move was taking care of the Omega. 
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The pack didn’t stop that night. Fjord would have been grateful, if he’d been able to feel 
anything. He’d told Jester to stay with Caleb, had been relieved to hear the mage was unhurt. 
But Molly... The bond between them was gone, ripped apart in a flash of fiery pain. Lucien 
had either succeeded or died trying, and Jester hadn’t been able to reach him. Caduceus had 
tried asking the Wildmother, Fjord had tried asking, and there was no clear answer. 


It was like his heart had been ripped out, his ability to do or say anything... gone. He 
couldn’t. If Molly was gone, again... he just... couldn’t. 


It was near dark when they reached Kamordah, Yasha and Caduceus leading the way toward 
the Lionett estates. Fjord left the others to deal with their things once they arrived, drawn to 
find Caleb. The mage had been gone for nearly two weeks, had suffered and been hurt by 
Lucien, had been terrified near constantly, and had felt the pain of that broken bond as keenly 
as Fjord had. The connection between them was severed as well, and not feeling the Omega 
was driving spikes of anxiety through his body. Jester said he was okay, but Fjord needed to 
see it himself. 


It wasn’t difficult to find him. Beau and Jester wouldn’t have let him out of their sight and, 
sure enough, they’d bunked down in Beau’s old room. Caleb and Jester were still there, 
cuddled together in the corner of the room amid what was likely an attempt at a nest by 
Jester. 


The instant Caleb laid eyes on Fjord, the mage went rigid, flinching and shrinking back. 
Jester was quick to speak reassurances, promises that Fjord wasn’t mad and wasn’t going to 
hurt him. Caleb still whined a submission, baring his throat in surrender as he approached. 
Fjord’s heart ached at the sight. 


He didn’t recognize the sound that came out of his own throat, Fjord acting on instinct as he 
pulled Caleb into his arms. He should ask permission, he should, give Caleb a choice. But 
Fjord was too afraid of rejection. He curled around the Omega, making a soft, sad noise as he 
scented him gently. 


Jester moved out of the way, making room for Fjord to tuck himself and Caleb back into the 
nest like corner that had been built. Caleb didn’t struggle, didn’t even speak, just shook in the 
warlock’s arms. 


“Beau’s gone to see if she can find them.” Jester said sadly, settling close by beside them. 


Fjord pet a hand across Caleb’s cheek, trying to purr for him when he flinched. It was hard, 
impossible, despite how much he wanted to comfort the Omega. Everything hurt too much. 
“Tt’s not your fault.” He muttered lowly, knowing he’d guessed right when Caleb shivered 
against him. 


“Ts it okay if everyone else comes in too?” Jester asked, and Fjord looked up from Caleb to 
see Veth peeking in the door. 


Fjord bent his head, nuzzling at Caleb’s cheek. ““We just want to protect you. Will you let 
us?” 


Caleb nodded, fear in his voice as he agreed. “Yes, Alpha.” 


Afraid the Omega might still be, but Fjord still took a little comfort in the man pressing 
closer as the other three entered the room. He didn’t want Caleb to be afraid, but his instinct 
appreciated the Omega drawing closer for protection. 


It helped having the pack around, though he nearly growled when Yasha approached. If she 
noticed the flicker of protectiveness, she said nothing, and neither did Caleb. The Omega 


went carefully still, not breathing for a few moments, then tucked his face into the crook of 
Fjord’s neck. 


“T’m sorry, I’m not angry. You’re good.” Fjord murmured gentle assurances, pressing a soft 
kiss to Caleb’s temple. “You’re good.” 


Caleb let out a thin little whine, almost a questioning tone, full of fear and uncertainty. Fjord 
just curled more securely around him, breathing in his scent. Fjord didn’t have the bond 
between them to read Caleb’s emotions right now, but he knew what the Omega always said 
when he was afraid. “You’re being good. You’re mine. You’re safe.” 


Caleb relaxed into him, still shaking a little, but the scent of fear dimming. 


“When Beau gets back, me and Caduceus can, you know... It’ll be alright, I know it will.” 
Jester said once everyone was settled, full of nervous hope. 


Fjord only hummed a response, his attention tuned in to Caleb. The Omega’s scent wasn’t 
calm, wasn’t soothing. The man was too full of fear for that to be the case. But he was alive, 
was breathing, and was safe now. Fjord took as much comfort as he could in that. 


Fallout 
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Caleb was at a loss. 


The pack was here again, but it wasn’t truly a comfort. The only comfort was Beauregard 
being gone, but Caleb felt guilty at even thinking that. She’d not hurt him, or even threatened, 
when she had more than enough reason. 


Fjord wasn’t angry either; none of them were angry. Caleb wished he could find comfort in 
that. Fjord’s touch was gentle, his words soft. His scent was a mix of mourning and relief, 
both of which Caleb felt guilty for causing. Fjord didn’t bond him again but had claimed 
Caleb as ‘his’; had said he was being good. 


Caleb wasn’t sure whether to be frightened or reassured by that. He just... didn’t know. He 
didn’t know what the Alpha was thinking or feeling. He didn’t know what the Alpha might 
do. He could find no footing in his own thoughts either, no solid ground that told him which 
way ways up. That uncertainty fueled the fear, icy and overwhelming, and Caleb fell back on 
his training. Obey, agree, be whatever the Alpha wished him to be. 


If Fjord wished to have his Omega with him every moment like Lucien, then Caleb would 
not complain. And it seemed the warlock was intent on that, not moving from around Caleb 
in the slightest for the rest of the day. Caleb expected to be held at the Alpha's side, except 
the next morning Fjord...didn’t. Caleb was given space, room to move. Caleb wasn’t alone, 
as both Jester and Beauregard had promised, but quite a few times there were no Alpha’s 
around keeping an eye on him. He even found himself left alone with TJ, of all people, the 
boy showing him around one of the closer vineyards and explaining all the things he was 
learning about how to run their family’s business. 


The two of them weren’t outside for too long, thought it was plenty long enough for Caleb to 
enjoy being able to walk free and unfettered. He enjoyed listening to TJ as well, the child 
very knowledgeable on his chosen subject despite his age. When they returned to the house, 
it felt like a natural conclusion to a calming walk and even Fjord right inside didn’t change 
that perception. 


If anything, Fjord’s contained worry and eagerness to see him was...was... something. Caleb 
wasn’t sure, but he did know it wasn’t frightening. Not exceptionally so, anyway. He did 


submit instantly the moment Fjord stepped toward him, shaking until Fjord’s had touched his 
cheek. Gentle and comfortingly warm, proof positive that the Alpha was not upset with him. 


It was the next day, after hearing the news from Jester that Beauregard was still on her way to 
find Lucien/Molly, that Caleb found the courage to ask the question that had been plaguing 
him since halfway through being dragged to Kamordah by Lucien. 


The warlock was leading him outside, to the same vineyard Caleb and TJ had wandered. The 
Alpha had, Caleb realized, either found out or noticed how his Omega had enjoyed it. The 
peace, the space, the open sky and feeling of freedom. The company of TJ, one young and 
innocent enough that all but the vilest person would temper their actions around him, had 
helped immensely in that feeling of relaxation. 


Still... Caleb appreciated that Fjord wished to bring him somewhere he enjoyed being. It was 
a gentle consideration that shifted the tight fear of speaking into a more manageable anxiety. 
Caleb’s steps slowed as the door to the house closed behind them, the Alpha’s pace doing the 
same automatically. 


“Will... will you still help Astrid? And- and Eodwulf?” Caleb asked nervously, facing 
forward and unable to quite look at the warlock. 


Fjord went still and Caleb tried very hard not to expect the worst when the Alpha reached 
over to turn his head so their eyes would meet. Fjord’s expression was warm, soft almost, as 
his thumb brushed Caleb’s cheek. “Of course we will. Nothing has changed. We’Il move 
Yezza and Luc, just like we planned. Then go to Rexxentrum. We might have to move a little 
faster, but that’s alright. Not your fault, and we’re glad to do it.” 


The fractured shard of hope, the fear that had been looming around him since the bond had 
broken again, eased in his chest. All was not lost. They still wanted him; Fjord still wanted 
him. The Nein still wished to help. 


A word of thanks didn’t feel like enough, so Caleb lifted his hand where Fjord’s was still 
intertwined with his own, purring a short chirp as he scented the Alpha’s wrist. A risk, but 
Fjord had approved of the action before, had been pleased by it. He reacted much the same 
now; cheeks darkening slightly as his scent flooded with pleased approval. 


“Will you claim me again?” Caleb asked, lifting his chin just enough to make it clear what he 
meant. He knew Fjord would have to eventually, if nothing else than to please the king. 
Going to Rexxentrum with Caleb unmarked would just be asking to catch King Dwendal’s 
ire. 


“T will, if it makes you feel safe.” Fjord answered easily, scent inviting enough that Caleb 
dared slide closer. Fjord let him lean into him, one hand petting from Caleb’s hair down to his 
arm. “We have time, though, if you want.” 


Caleb reached up to brush his fingers against the smooth skin at his neck, trying to think back 
to the last time he’d gone any time without being bonded. It... had been a very long time. 
He’d not been unmarked since his initial training with Zeenoth. Long enough he’d begun to 
forget what it even meant not to be owned anymore. 


“What would be expected of me?” Caleb asked, ignoring the fearful thrum of survival instinct 
demanding he be quiet. Asking question never ended well, but this was Fjord. Fjord who said 
he was being good, and whose discipline amounted to soft growls and gentle dominance 
when he was bad. 


“None of us will say no to that protection spell thing, that dome, when camping. That itself is 
a help enough.” Fjord replied, chuckling warmly. “We wouldn’t expect it of you, but it would 
be appreciated. Other than that... just... be part of the pack. We all pull our weight, have our 
own areas of expertise. You’d be much the same.” 


That sounded... doable. And seemed like much the same expectations as each of the rest of 
the Nein had upon them. So far as he had observed anyway. He’d never have thought such 
equal footing would be extended to him, however. It was tempting. Yet, having seen how 
easily it could be taken away again he was hesitant to accept. 


“You don’t have to decide now.” Fjord said, tone gentle. “Take as much time as you need.” 


Caleb nodded, content to push the decision from his mind for now. There would be problems 
enough when Beauregard returned, so he would accept the comfortable respite that Fjord 
offered now. The Alpha offered so much and demanded so little, demanded nothing really. 


Caleb tucked closer beside Fjord, leaning up to draw in a breath of the man’s scent. It was so 
easily readable, the same mix of protective, guilt, and sadness as when the Alpha had first 
arrived with. Fjord splayed a hand across Caleb’s back, the mage relaxing into the touch 
despite how he thought he should feel hemmed in. 


Fjord leaned down to scent him and, before he could lose his nerve, Caleb lifted his head up 
to kiss the Alpha. 


mre 


Of all the things Beau expected to find, this wasn’t it. 


She’d been bracing herself for the worst. Beau had thought she would be lucky to find a 
body, parts of one even. But this... Beau didn’t know how to deal with this. 


She’d left Jester and Caleb the morning after the bond had been broken, she and Jester 
settling the Omega as best they could. Jester hadn’t been able to connect a message spell to 
either Lucien or Molly, so Beau had gone into this with the certainty she would be bringing 
back a corpse to try and revive. If they could find a diamond for the spell, but that was 
another matter. 


Jester had messaged her that evening, making sure Beauregard was still alive and hadn’t run 
into any problems. And asking if she had found Molly yet, which Beau was both thankful and 
annoyed to give a negative answer to. Jester had said Fjord and the others had arrived safely, 
which was a weight off of Beau's mind. Sleeping out under the stars wasn’t comfortable, but 
Beau found a safe enough place to wait until the sun came up again and she could continue. 


Three quarters of the way through the next day, with dusk probably right around the corner, 
the monk found a somewhat worn path leading through some half-dried swamplands. The 
sinking sun and darkening the sky made following the path difficult, Beau’s feet often times 
splashing into the muck and mud, but after a couple hours the ground underfoot turned from 
wet swamp to dry land. At the end of the trail was an open clearing, a large empty patch of 
dirt, and a purple Tiefling beat to hell sitting next to a fire. He looked like shit, but he was 
alive and that... that was more than she’d expected. 


He didn’t look at her, which told her nothing about whether this were Lucien or Molly. It 
hinted more to Molly, because Lucien would have noticed a mind this far out in the middle of 
nowhere. 


Carefully, Beauregard approached, circling around to let him see her. There was no one clear 
emotion in his eyes when the lifted to meet hers, which told her it was certainly not Molly. 
Lucien then or someone else. By the looks of it, Lucien had failed spectacularly in this 
venture and nearly been killed for his troubles. Watching him, Beau couldn’t help but think 
there was something... off. The more Beau looked at him, the greater that feeling grew. 


“You're a couple of days behind to find him.” The Tiefling said tonelessly, though... there 
was something under there that Beau was just shy of being able to read. He recognized her 
though, knew what she was looking for, and- and if she were reading his meaning right, this 
was only Lucien. He'd fucking done it. There was a catch, there had to be, because there was 
definitely something wrong going on here. 


Beau strolled the rest of the way toward him, deciding to just deal with the wrongness head 
on, rolling her shoulders and stopping at the edge of his fire to look down at him. It was only 
when this close, the flames lighting what the shadows of the deepening night had hidden, did 
she realize what was off about him. 


The tattoos were gone. The red eyes were still there, but not as glossy and vibrant as she 
remembered them being on Lucien years ago. There were fresh injuries across his chest and 
arms, but all the old scars were missing. She took a breath of his scent as she searched for 
any other changes. There was something hidden, some emotion he was keeping a tight lid on, 
but other than that he was the same as always. 


Except he wasn’t. 


“You did it then.” Beau stated evenly, feeling a cold dispassionate anger rising. He wasn’t 
Molly anymore, wasn’t someone she even considered pack anymore, and he’d done one hell 
of a job on Caleb. “I’m surprised he didn’t kill you.” 


“He tried.” Lucien replied, looking back down at the flames. 
“And what, your charm saved you?” Beau taunted. 


“We are, it seems, as bound as ever.” Lucien explained, voice tightening a little as he looked 
away from Beauregard. 


Beau narrowed her eyes, instantly suspicious. Lucien never submitted, not if he could help it, 
and he never sounded... like that. It was something to be puzzled out, but right now she had a 
more pressing question. “And just what the hell is that supposed to mean?” 


“Did you find Caleb?” Lucien asked instead of answering. 


“What did you do with him?” Beau asked her own question in return, sidestepping giving 
him a straight answer. She didn’t know why he was asking, and she was going to make him 
work for the answer until she figured it out. 


Lucien growled, a strained tone full of anger and fear. “I left him at the inn, the Wilted Vine, 
did you find him?” 


That was more direct information than she’d expected. Lucien generally liked to play coy 
with things. 


“Considering you left him there alone, tied and gagged, I’m surprised you care.” Beau 
retorted, watching to see his reaction. 


Lucien closed his eyes, brows furrowing for a moment as he appeared to be waiting. After a 
moment, his eyes scrunched tighter, hands coming up to curl into fists in his hair. He snarled, 
frustrated and angry, afraid even. Beau had seen frustration and anger on Lucien before, but 
fear was a new one. 


Wherever that fear was coming from, Beauregard was happy to let it work in her favor. 
Lucien didn’t open his eyes or look up, but his next words were useful assuming they were 
true. 


“Mollymauk will be looking for Caleb, though I do not know if he’ll remember where I had 
left him.” Lucien told her with forced calm, though Beau could see he was shaken. “There is 
little rational thought at current, just rage and fear.” 


Neither of which would be a good thing to mix with Caleb right now. Jester had let her know 
that Fjord was with him, was helping, but that wouldn’t hold up much to a furious Molly. 
Even if, or maybe especially if, that fury was for Caleb. The mage wouldn't know the 
difference in his current state. 


She didn’t know how Lucien knew that about Molly, but she had a gut feeling the Tiefling 
was telling the truth. He and Molly had never been able to read each other; not thoughts or 
emotions or intent. They were in different bodies now, apparently, but here Lucien was telling 
her exactly what Molly was supposedly feeling. And it tracked. 


But if all Molly had was fear and rage, which considering how he’d become Mollymauk 
Tealeaf in the first place was completely plausible, that wasn’t good. He could do some 
damage. And if he were tracking Caleb, that meant he would be going to where TJ was. If he 
was operating on instinct, he probably wouldn't hurt any of the pack. But TJ, Clara... at best 
Molly would ignore them, at worse he would view them as a threat. 


Beau stepped forward, reaching to grab Lucien’s arm and drag him to his feet. She wasn’t 
about to give him a choice on this, even if they couldn’t get far tonight. It would be another 
two days before they got back, but at least she could fill Jester in when she messaged for the 
evening. It should be any minute now, but Beau was going to get a head start while she could. 


“Guess we should go find him then.” 


mre 


Caleb let out a slow breath as Fjord left, reminding himself that it was fine. He did think it a 
little.... pathetic how quickly Lucien had taught him being alone and unbound was unallowed. 
Though, he supposed it wasn't the first time. It had been many years since that particular 
owner, but the training still lurked, brought to the front again by Lucien. 


Even after the talk he’d had with Fjord that morning, the reassurances, it was still difficult to 
ask to have a moment alone. Kissing the Alpha hadn’t helped. Or perhaps it had. Caleb still 
wasn’t sure. Fjord had flushed a dark green, Caleb feeling his own cheeks heat as well. Their 
parting had been... awkward, to say the least. Fjord has said some excuses that Caleb didn’t 
hear over the pounding of his own fears in his head, the Alpha turning and heading back 
inside fairly quickly. 


Caleb had stood frozen, unsure what to do with both being alone and having possibly upset 
the Alpha. Veth had unknowingly saved him, appearing beside him with a gentle clearing of 
her throat. He’d stayed with her, and later Yasha, and by the time he returned to Fjord a 
couple hours later the action appeared to have been forgotten. Fjord wasn’t upset, was 
awkward only up until the first time Caleb flinched, then was a fount of approval and 
reassurances. 


Caleb had clung to that, had clung to Fjord, for the rest of the day. Now that night had fallen, 
Jester had messaged Beau to hear that the monk had found absolutely nothing, Caleb was 
ready to try and push his luck again. 


Fjord had agreed, of course. Had joked about pestering Jester until she messaged Beau again. 
The monk had been close to her destination, so she thought, and had told the cleric to try 
again in an hour or so. Fjord had lingered and had (to no complaint from Caleb) scented the 
mage again. 


“Just... just a few minutes.” Caleb hedged, anxiety twisting in his stomach. He was asking to 
be alone, but the thought of it was still worrying. Beau and Jester had promised he wouldn’t 
be alone, yet he was asking for it. The training to be obedient warred with the desire to test 
the boundaries, as well as the instinctive fear of being unclaimed in a strange place. “You- P- 
please come back?” 


“T will.” Fjord promised, a purr underlying his words. “I'll find Jester, have her message 
Beau, then III come back.” 


That sounded like it would be time enough, but not long enough Caleb might find himself in 
any trouble. Caleb nodded, watching as Fjord stepped back with another long look, then 
turned and left the room. 


Even knowing it was no longer a thing to expect punishment for, it was a moment before he 
managed to unlock his muscles enough for motion. If nothing but to prove to himself that 
there were no bindings, no one watching to step in and correct him daring to move. Standing 
alone in a room without chains or bindings was not running away, they would not hurt him 
for it. 


Caleb wandered to the window, carefully putting a hand on the sill. It was a good view of the 
Lionett's Vineyard. One of them, anyway. He was a little interested in the process of making 

wine, especially now he’d gotten a run down from TJ on the intricacies of running a winery. 

It wasn't something he knew anything about, and he did enjoy learning new things. 


Caleb let out a slow breath, turning away from the darkness of the falling night. Getting a feel 
for being left alone hadn’t been his only reason for requesting a few moments peace. 
Reaching into his coat, he found his spell books, having been coaxed into settling them in 
their holders by Fjord just last night. He hated how hesitant he was to accept them back as his 
own, but one experience with Lucien’s mind trick had been enough. It had felt like dying; 
pain and fire and tearing, scrambling his sense of time and direction until it felt like an 
eternity before he’d come to his senses. He’d begged for forgiveness with a voice raw from 
screaming, terrified that he wouldn’t survive another punishment like it. If he died, Eodwulf 
would be lost. Astrid possibly taking Caleb’s place in being Zeenoth’s bargaining chip for 
power and favors. 


The fear and pain and simplicity of a single touch to administer such agony had broken him. 


Even holding the spell books in his hands, contemplating casting a spell without permission, 
had his pulse racing. He knew he reeked of fear, and this was why he’d wanted to be alone. 
So to not broadcast just how pathetically broken he was. 


He thought about casting a simple spell, something just to... to use magic. But as his 
thoughts turned to Eodwulf, Astrid... the temptation to speak to her was too great. He missed 
them both, hoped to see them both again soon. Especially now he had Fjord’s promise that 
freeing them was still something the pack would do. 


Caleb flipped to the appropriate page in the spell book, though this was one he need not 
review to know how to cast. Yet he took comfort in the process of reading over it, viewing 
the notes he’d taken when he’d initially learned it. Astrid’s handwriting was there, and 
Eodwulf’s; the sight of both filling him with a nostalgic warmth. The three of them had all 
learned this spell together, Ikithon deeming it important enough that they all know it. For 
both communicating with each other and reporting on any missions they were sent to 
complete. 


He brushed his fingers over the long-dried ink. He couldn’t tell Astrid anything, it would be 
too dangerous, but he could let her know he still lived. It had been long enough, and the 
mission Zeenoth had put to Beau dangerous enough, that she would appreciate hearing from 
him. 


Caleb closed the book, holding it in his hand as he retrieved the necessary component. He 
twirled the wire around his finger, taking a breath to cast the spell. 


The window shattered behind him before he could speak, Caleb half ducking on instinct. His 
blood froze as he whirled around to find a dirty, bleeding, and snarling purple Tiefling 
standing from a crouch, surrounded by the shards of broken glass. 
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Neither of them moved, Caleb staring with wide eyes, the Alpha panting in sharp breaths. 
The sound of glass crunching underfoot was all it took to break the stillness, Caleb's instinct 
pushing him to run. He bolted for the door, managing only a few steps before the heavy 
weight of the Alpha tackled him to the floor. 


He struggled, thrashing wildly to get away, yelping in pain when the Alpha's tail slapped 
against him amid the tumbling struggle. It was a brief fight, if one could even call it that. All 
of Caleb's flailing and scrambling to get away amounted to nothing, the Alpha pinning him 
on his back in a matter of seconds. 


Molly's snarled died down in intensity as he held Caleb underneath him, eyes sweeping the 
room before dropping to meet Caleb's wide-eyed gaze. He growled again, dominance rather 
than fury and anger, tugging at Caleb's hair as he leaned to bite at the Omega's neck. 


"Please! Please, please, don't, I’m sorry, please!" Caleb cried out, whether begging for help or 
for mercy from the Alpha above him, Caleb was unsure. He cried, terror and fear flooding 
through him, paralyzing his limbs as the Alpha snarled with teeth against his neck. 


Caleb was sobbing terror but submitted anyway. Instinct demanded, training demanded, and 
so he bared his throat and surrendered for the Alpha to claim what he'd caught. He knew this 
game, but over the time he had been with them he had begun to believe it would never be 
played out with this pack. Hunted, caught, pinned, then bitten and claimed in a rough fuck 
wherever the Alpha had caught him. 


Except there was no feeling of teeth breaking skin, no harsh bit or bond made. The Alpha 
only drug in a deep breath, nose pressed right at Caleb's jugular, then licked a long stripe 
across his throat. And again, and again as the Tiefling's snarled growls turned to deep purrs. 
He wasn't gentle, but the Alpha didn't seem to be intent on causing pain. He seemed... wild. 
Somewhat reminiscent of Eodwulf when Caleb had seen him last. Wild, full of instinct and 
void of intelligence. 


Somehow it helped Caleb reclaim some semblance of rational thought, though fear and panic 
were still coursing through him with each heartbeat. There wasn't anger in the Alpha, no 
senseless fury that promised pain no matter what he did. This wasn't backwards rules that 


Caleb never had any hope of following. This wasn't an Alpha that he couldn't please no 
matter how hard he tried. This was Molly, was instinct, and despite the fear still churning in 
his stomach, Caleb responded in kind. 


Molly had his teeth at Caleb's throat, so Caleb went limp in surrender. Molly licked his neck, 
one clawed hand splayed across Caleb’s stomach, so the mage whined additional submission 
and looked away. It appeased the Alpha, enough that his wandering touch was relatively 
gentle, and his purrs turned to a purposeful soothing tone. 


It was signal enough that the Alpha's anger, because he could scent that on the Tiefling easily 
enough, was not at him. Slowly, hesitantly, Caleb was able to make himself move. He only 
dared a little, just enough to lean forward and lick right under Molly's jaw. Another 
submission, an acknowledgement that he belonged to Molly, wouldn't fight the claim. He 
knew better than to fight, knew how much more that made it painful. 


The Alpha's contented purrs switched back to a feral snarl, however, as the door to the room 
slammed open. Caleb flinched as Molly crouched over him, curling up a little to make 
himself smaller. 


"Molly\" Fjord hissed, voice strangled but unsurprised. Caleb didn't care how he knew, only 
that Fjord was there. 


The snarl died as Molly took a breath of Fjord's scent, the Alpha's head tilting. The next 
moment his attention was back on Caleb, pushing him back flat and running hands along the 
Omega's body. He was slow and deliberate licking his scent across the wizard's neck. More 
purposeful, a possessive growl humming from Molly's throat as he kept eyes on Fjord. Not 
aggressive, not really, but a warning all the same. 


Caleb yelped a choked cry, relief at Fjords appearance vanishing, as Molly went back to 
scenting him with a renewed vigor. Too rough and insistent, and Caleb looked to Fjord, ready 
to beg for help, as Molly slid hands between his thighs. It wasn’t gentle, though at least it 
lacked the intent to cause pain, but it was by no means comfortable. Two Alphas and one 
Omega; instinct led for one to be dominant and Molly didn't seem as if he wished to be 
second rank. 


Molly stopped as Fjord let out a low challenging growl, the Tiefling's hand under Caleb's 
shirt now and splayed across the Omega's stomach. Caleb lay still, panting fearfully up at the 
ceiling. The brewing contest only confirmed his fear to what this was leading up to; a fight 
and an actual claim. A familiar scenario and Caleb wished he could get his body to cooperate 
to make the end activity less painful. 


"Enough, Molly, stop." Fjord growled, and Molly answered with a wordless snarl. 


Caleb flinched when Fjord responded with a growl, the tone familiar. The same he'd used 
with Caleb at the Chateau that one time, but deeper now and more forceful. Dominant. He 
stayed very still as Molly straightened, the Alpha still hovering over him but no longer 
touching. No longer paying any attention, his focus on the other Alpha intent on taking what 
he’d claimed. 


Caleb didn’t watch the two posturing, the scent of it alone was enough to twist his stomach in 
knots. Conscious thought meant little to the ingrained experience of what following this type 
of battle. The fight itself wasn’t too physical, at least. Mostly glares and growls, a short 
scuffle as Molly made a swipe to try and test Fjord. 


The warlock stood his ground, crowding Molly back with a solid intensity. The Tiefling 
backed off of the Omega and Caleb soon had Fjord at his side pulling him to sit more upright. 
“Are you alright?” 


Caleb nodded wordlessly, shuddering as Molly crouched to be on equal eye level with 
himself and Fjord. The Tiefling was only a few feet away, just outside of Fjord’s reach, but 
was no less interested. His focus was split now, at least, partially on Fjord. 


“The others are just outside. You’re safe.” Fjord assured him quickly, casting a glance at 
Molly as he continued. “Could you help me calm him? Enough Caduceus could come in? I 
don’t want this to turn into a fight.” 


It was all the mage could do to keep breathing evenly enough to speak, the tight fear in his 
chest threatening to steal his breath and his words before he could make the necessary 
request. He’d help, of course he would, it was his place and purpose. He just... he would 
have preferred- He was too terrified to even be slightly aroused and he knew by experience 
how badly it hurt to do this unprepared. 


"C-could I j-just... please, a... a moment, to prepare m-myself? Or- or something to... m-make 
it slick? I'll be good, I'll take it, just-" Caleb asked, shaky as he watched Molly wide eyed. 
The Alpha was patient now, or at least more so, accepting his role as second in the pecking 
order. 


"No." Fjord said, shaking his head. 
Caleb couldn't help the whimper, a plea slipping out quickly. "But it will hurt." 


"No, Caleb, that’s not what I meant. I don’t think he would, but I won't let him go that far at 
all. I would never ask that of you." Fjord reiterated, reaching up to cup Caleb's cheek. "You 

don't want it, that's first and most important. Secondly, he wouldn't either. Not like this. We 

love you, and it's true we want you, but never like this." 


Caleb flushed red at the bold declaration; the warlock was unwavering in his statement. 
Caleb believed him, desperate for the reassurance and thankful for how straightforward Fjord 
was being. Blunt, to the point, and warming even if Caleb wasn’t certain he could fully return 
the last sentiment being offered. "E-even after..." 


Fjord purred, moving slow and steady as he leaned forward to nuzzle at Caleb's neck. The 
touch was gentle, as were the light kisses along his throat and jaw. It was a sharp contrast to 
what Molly had given, Fjord’s words lighting a pleasant buzz in his stomach. "My feelings 
are the same as before, are not dependent on your actions or behavior." 


Caleb tensed as there was motion beside him, but Molly was much gentler curling up around 
him this time. The Alpha kept an eye on Fjord, apparently following the warlock's lead. 


Molly mimicked Fjord's actions and with a final glance at the half orc, Caleb shifted 
voluntarily over into Molly's arms. He could be good, could help keep Molly content. 


"If you don't like something, let me know and I'll step in." Fjord said quietly, glad to see 
Caleb seemed to believe the repeated promise. He didn’t feel near as calm himself, but so far 
he was keeping a tight lid on that. "If you can keep him calm, maybe Caduceus can figure out 
what's wrong." 


Molly was instantly trying to get his scent all over Caleb, attention drifting away from Fjord 
as the warlock stood up. Fjord's warning growl had him hesitating, and Caleb relaxing at the 
unspoken assurance before Molly resumed his ministrations much gentler. 


Fjord watched for a moment, making sure Molly kept control of his touch and that Caleb 
wasn't afraid. Or, not too afraid since there was still some uncertain wariness in his 
expression and scent. But he wasn't flinching or looking like he wanted to object, so Fjord 
stepped to the door to poke his head out. 


Caduceus and the others were there, having come running just the same as him. He wished 
Jester had gotten word from Beau even ten minutes sooner, but no one was hurt and Molly 
was alive. He was very grateful the others had hung back out without any arguing. It had 
been a close enough thing with just himself, Fjord didn’t want to consider the reaction if 
everyone else had burst in as well. 


"I think it's safe enough, Cad, if you can see how to help him?" Fjord asked, opening the door 
a little wider and stepping back to let the Firbolg in. 


He led the cleric back to the other two, shooting a narrow-eyed glare at Molly, following up 
with a warning growl, when the Tiefling made to snarl and shove Caleb behind him. It felt 
strange to have to be so base instinctual, reactive rather than rational. That was what Molly 
was responding to, however, and it was annoying that what Lucien had told Beau was 
holding up so far. 


Molly froze, holding Fjord’s gaze a moment before looking away. The Tiefling's eyes 
skimmed over Caduceus with assessing look, only relaxing his grip on Caleb when he 
deemed the man harmless enough. 


Caduceus helped by keeping his own bearing complacent, if not entirely submissive. Very 
Beta, very unthreatening, and when he reached a hand halfway over it was Caleb's that 
snaked out to scent him as pack in return. 


Molly blinked at that, watching Fjord repeat the gesture, and accepted it well enough when 
Caduceus sat some few feet away. He went back to cuddling Caleb anyway, and Fjord figured 
that was probably as good as it would get. He sat down between the two, watching silently 
for a few minutes with Caduceus. 


Molly was just holding Caleb now, purring loudly and petting the wizard's hair. If not for the 
twinge of a feral wildness in his eyes, his tone, Fjord might have thought it sweet. As it stood, 
there was just a thin line between this and the wild rage that had been present when Molly 
had first arrived. 


Caleb was relaxed now, at least. There wasn't much anxiety left in him that Fjord could see. 
He was even idly stroking Molly's cheek, likely the reason the Tiefling didn't so much as look 
away from the Omega when Fjord and Caduceus spoke. 


"What's wrong with him?" Fjord asked quietly. "It's... it is Molly, right?" 


Caduceus only hummed, the sound noncommittal. Caleb surprised them both by speaking in 
a light whisper. Fear was still in his tone, likely speaking quietly in an attempt not to disturb 
or upset the Alpha holding him. "Yes, I- I think. This is, ah, much like.... like Eodwulf..." 


"I don't think it's that same spell." Caduceus denied with a shake of his head, picking up 
when Caleb fell silent. 


Molly's gaze flickered over to Caduceus as the Omega shrank into him a little, the Tieflings 
purr drifting towards a growl. Reacting to Caleb’s fear, Fjord would guess. 


Caduceus continued, unbothered. "I can try the restoration spell, but I don't know if it will 
work. He's-” 


Caduceus was cut off as he leaned closer, Molly snarling a feral rage as he scooted back. The 
Tiefling tugged Caleb with him, growling at the Omega when Caleb balked and struggled. 
Caleb surrendered as he found himself pinned to the floor. Molly hovered over him, guarding 
rather than dominant, but Fjord still stepped in. He didn’t give any warning, sidestepping any 
contest of dominance, and simply reached to yank Molly off of Caleb. Molly snarled, but 
Fjord had him pinned in moments, growling the Tiefling into submission with relative ease. 


“You alright Caleb?” Fjord asked, keeping most of his attention on Molly. 
““Y-yes, I’m s-“ 


Fjord’s growl cut him off, the warlock cutting a glance over to the mage. He hadn’t meant to, 
the correction slipping out without thought. Fjord tried to get a grip on his own reactions, 
softening his tone as he spoke to Caleb. “You’ve nothing to apologize for, it’s not your fault.” 


Fjord bit back a sigh, deciding that now would likely be the best time to fill Caleb in. He Had 
Molly contained, and the news was probably going to upset the both of them. “Jester got in 
touch with Beau, she found Lucien. They’re on their way back and we’ ll get specifics when 
they get here.” 


Molly snarled as soon as Fjord spoke Lucien’s name, much as Fjord had expected, writhing 
shortly. Fjord growled in return, holding Molly pinned, and thankfully the Tiefling’s rage 
burned out quickly. The growl didn’t fade, the Tiefling struggle to twist around to search the 
room, eyes flickering to Caleb every so often. 


“Then... that is Molly.” Caleb stated, voice only just barely staying even. 


“So it seems.” Fjord grunted, brow furrowing. He bit back a curse, Molly beginning to put up 
a real fight to break free. Fjord glanced at Caleb, half extending a hand toward him. “Help me 
calm him again? I won’t let him harm you, I promise.” 


Molly jerked underneath him, likely in response to the Omega’s fear as Caleb slid closer, but 
Fjord held him steady. Caleb trembled but held still for Fjord to touch him, looking away in 
submission. 


“See, Molly?” Fjord murmured, petting Caleb’s cheek with the back of his fingers. He 
loosened his grip so Molly could shift around, slowly easing off the Alpha. “He’s fine. A 
little skittish sometimes, remember, but that’s alright.” 


Caleb glanced up at Fjord, holding his wrist out to Molly once he got an approving nod. 
Molly breathed in the scent and Fjord only let him up fully when the Tiefling whined. Molly 
didn’t grab Caleb this time when he sat up, didn’t look at Fjord for instruction or an example 
to follow. Instead, he reached out to brush fingers on Caleb’s wrist, purring a short 
questioning tone as he tilted his head. 


Caleb scooted closer, tiling his chin up and only shaking a little as Molly leaned closer. He 
shivered at the gentle touch of lips to his skin, pleasant and soft, and Molly purred at the 
change in his scent. It was progress when Molly let Caleb go back to Fjord again without 
protest, both Caduceus and Fjord letting out a breath of relief. 


“Like I was saying.” Caduceus picked up again once they were all calmly situated. “He’s not 
unintelligent, not blank like what Molly had described he’d first been.” 


“He knows Caleb, that much is certain.” Fjord snorted. And Lucien, but Fjord wasn’t going 
to rile him up by saying that bastards name again. 


“And he knows you.” Caduceus added, nodding toward Molly. “He’s watching your lead, 
even if he doesn’t always follow it.” 


Fjord smiled a little, looking over at Molly too. “Yes, that’s Molly to a T.” 
““W-what about... you. And, ah, and the others?” Caleb asked hesitantly. 


“Tt’?ll come back to him, I’m sure. We’re all connected through Fjord, even if it’s been a while 
since that pack bond was made.” Caduceus explained, head tilting a little. “Beau might know 
more, what with her training, but I’d guess he’s running more on instinct. With pieces of 
memory coming back. He was looking for you, Caleb. And he knows you, Fjord. So maybe 
the rest will come back on its own.” 


“He’ll probably have the biggest issue with Yasha, but Veth and Jester should be fine.” Fjord 
guessed, glancing at the door. “We should let him adjust to them, at least before Beau gets 
back.” 


“It might be easier if Caleb brings them in.” Caduceus suggested. 


Caleb flinched, which in turned caused Molly to growl, and Fjord could see that was going to 
be a problematic loop indefinitely. Caleb was afraid which made Molly angry, and both 
emotions just fed off each other and grew. He couldn’t blame either of them. Caleb had 
reason enough to be afraid, and the scent of the Omega’s fear tugged a protective fierceness 
in himself as well. 


Caleb surprised him, the mage breaking the cycle on his own. He still smelled of fear, shook 
the entire time, but he stopped Molly’s growl in its tracks by crawling over and tucking 
himself into the Tiefling’s lap. Caleb’s purr was a thin, shaky thing, but he buried his face in 
the crook of Molly’s neck and purred for him. 


“Molly.” Fjord spoke softly, hope blooming in his chest when Molly looked up at the sound 
of his own name. He moved to sit right beside the Tiefling, humming approval and leaning to 
kiss his mate’s neck when Molly offered his throat in submission. A show of trust, even when 
Molly barely recognized what was going on. His own mark was gone, and maybe that was 
why Molly was so wary. He knew them as pack, on some level, but the bond there was gone. 


Fjord leaned down to lick at Molly’s bare throat, the Tiefling whining and tilting his chin just 
a fraction more. Agreement that turned into a demand when Fjord hesitated. Molly growled a 
complaint, freeing a hand from Caleb to tug Fjord closer. Fjord couldn’t help but chuckle, the 
movement so very Molly. And it was consent so obvious that even Caduceus was chuckling 
from where he sat. 


Fjord nuzzled at Molly’s neck, nipping right at the corner of his throat and jaw, then put his 
teeth fully to the Tiefling’s neck and bit down. Just enough to leave a lasting mark, Fjord 
kissing away the sting as he purred to be able to feel Molly again. 


“Run with me, hunt with me, love with me. I accept what you offer and promise family and 
protection in turn.” Fjord whispered against Molly’s neck. Old words, archaic and forgotten 
by most of the world, as they were not strictly necessary to make a bond. They sounded 
better in the original tongue, so Fjord had been told. He’d read them as a child, alone in an 
orphanage and dreaming of a family. He’d found his own, and they him, and the script had 
felt appropriate when they’d decided to be pack. 


Saying them again now, recreating that connection between himself and Molly, soothed the 
tight anxiety that had been present since the moment that connection had been severed. There 
was a wildness to the other side of it, indecipherable thanks to the storm of emotion. Fjord 
wasn’t one to pry, not into any of his pack, so he let it be. 


Good enough just to have something that said Molly was alive. 


Chapter End Notes 


I feel like there’s a lot of rolling around on the ground in this chapter, but... you know. 
Self-indulgence. 


*Secret: Fjord's a big ole softie! 


Inequivalent Exchange 


Lucien was very much regretting having searched out this hag. 


Yes, he had what he wanted, but he was beginning to realize it wasn’t what he wanted at all. 
It was as if she’d read each and every worry and fear, every paranoia, from sharing his body 
and made them all come true. He couldn’t keep up with the depth of emotions he was feeling. 
And they were not his. 


He’d thought, originally, that perhaps they were. Rage was something he was accustomed to 
feeling, though he generally had a better grip on how it affected him. Feeling it towards 
himself was... off putting to say the least. He’d never disliked himself or who he was, much 
let felt self-hatred. That had faded, however, when Molly had left. 


Lucien had thought maybe it had been an echo, some side effect of the hag’s magic. But it 
hadn’t gone away, it had only changed. 


Fear and desperation took the place of rage, the feeling of both not something he’d been 
accustomed to feeling. He’d thought himself desperate when seeking out the hag, seeing little 
alternative in his bid to be free, but the emotion flooding his sense now was tenfold in 
intensity. The sense of fear only made it worse. Most unfortunate, it was a little difficult to 
differentiate between a fear for someone and a fear of someone. Especially when the fear 
being projected was very... undirected. 


He’d thought, hoped really, that it was his own fear for Caleb. When he’d woken that last 
time, Mollymauk gone, he’d felt a burning need to find the wizard. It was senseless, because 
he knew where he’d left Caleb. The pack would have found him, they’d been pursuing him 
quicky enough. And Lucien had already come to terms with leaving the Omega with the 
Nein. Yet he’d felt clearly a desire to be with the mage. It had been why he’d asked the monk 
about the man in the first place. He hoped that by hearing they’d found Caleb, had him safe, 
that the feeling would fade. 


Only it hadnt. 


To make matters worse, he was now traveling with his /east favorite of the Nein. Insult to 
injury, by the time they stopped for the night, Lucien was fairly certain there was actual pity 
on the monk’s face at times. Usually following his flinching from her, a reaction he had yet to 
be able to fully temper. And he hated it. Hated that he genuinely didn’t know whether that 
was his own emotion or not, if there was even a difference anymore. 


It didn’t get any better as the night progressed. Sleeping was nigh impossible, despite his own 
exhaustion. Only an hour after the monk had decided they stop for the night Lucien felt a 
wave of sudden affectionate longing for the half-orc that was strong enough he whined. Out 
loud. It was mortifying, humiliating, and he hated it. 


That one was quickly replaced, thank the gods, though what followed was a roller coaster of 
anger, suspicion, affection towards Caleb, calm, then the cycle started over. Too many times, 


too great in intensity, and it was all Lucien could do to try and keep up. Keep himself from 
being swept under by it. 


He was beyond exhausted by the time it ended, smoothing out into nothingness. Lucien 
closed his eyes, reveling in the silence. In this moment, at least, he knew his fear was his 
own. Fear that he’d miscalculated, fear that it would be bad enough that undoing it would be 
impossible. Fear that Molly may never regain his senses and Lucien would be forced to 
forever feel the raw surging emotions that changed so wildly. 


He snarled as a hand touched his shoulder, wild and intense even as he fought to reel the 
reaction back to something resembling sanity. He would not follow Mollymauk down the 
path of madness. Beauregard stepped back away from him, hands lifted peacefully though 
she watched him with a cold calculation. Lucien realized then that night had turned to dawn. 


Lack of sleep was beginning to be a problem, and he blamed his slipping control on that. 
Surely he could handle this better if he were rested. 


“Come on, let’s go.” Beau demanded, jerking her head toward the path back to Kamordah. “IT 
don’t want to take as long getting back as it did getting out here. Let’s move.” 


Too tired to argue and (loathe as he was to admit it) too defeated, Lucien got to his feet. The 
floodgates were still closed at least, though it left him feeling empty and cold. It didn’t last 
for long, soon enough the feeling of affection and protectiveness, mingle intermittently (but 
less intensely) with anger, was breaking across him. 


Beauregard, the conniving little bitch, of course waited until he was struggling to keep his 
own thoughts afloat in the sea of foreign emotions to question him about the whole debacle. 
She had to know because Lucien could smell it on himself, could not keep a lid on what he 
felt despite trying. It was too much, to strong, and it overwhelmed. 


“T didn’t take you for being so stupid. At what point did you think this would possibly work 
out in your favor?” Beau asked. 


Lucien wanted to growl, to snap out a retort, but the contentment in this moment was making 
him unable. It wasn’t even directed at the monk, was centered all around the Omega, but it 
was a buzz of pleasant that Lucien just couldn’t fight. It was a feeling without the scent or 
touch and it was... confusing. It drowned out his own irritation and fear, and Lucien found 
himself answering as if he were speaking with a trusted friend rather than someone who, by 
all counts, was likely an enemy. 


“It was a desperate bid. I intended to send him back to you, unharmed. Him and Molly both.” 


“That doesn’t really answer the question.” Beau pointed out, her own tone matching his. 
Calm and relaxed, though her expression said differently. “Why the hag, why go through with 
it?” 


“Hags do different things. I’d never met one before, but there are stories. Rumors. The 
rumors around Kamordah said she accepted trade. No one was very specific.” Lucien 
admitted, frowning and trying to find some footing, some irritation or anger to stop. But he 


was just pleased, content even when telling her what she wanted to know. She was pack, was 
safe, and that was ridiculous because for him it was not true. “But you would all have stopped 
me, so I pushed through.” 


“How’d you keep Molly from coming back?” Beau asked, hopping from dry patch to dry 
patch through the large marsh they were in the middle of. 


“T had a few boons left from the Cognoza, the one that allowed me to continue without sleep 
was what I wrapped around him, kept him silent.” Lucien explained. 


“Had?” Beau picked up on, lifting an eyebrow as she looked at him. 


Irritation flashed through Lucien, a different flavor that his heart skipped to recognize as his 
own, and he latched onto it. He still felt the contentment, but it wasn’t his, so he pushed 
through it and narrowed his eyes at the monk. 


“You scared the absolute shit out of him.” Beau pointed out evenly, stopping and meeting his 
glare head on. 


“T know that.” Lucien snapped. He did, how could he not when it took only a single look 
under all that fear and rage to feel the deep guilt. Even under the current contentment, that 
feeling still lingered. Lurking and waiting to be uncovered. 


“So you got your own body, but a headful of Molly.” Beau mused, continuing down the path 
without any apparent worry or care for how she pushed at sore spots. “What’s going on with 
him now?” 


“T don’t know ‘what is going on’, I can’t see from his eyes.” Lucien snarled, though fell in 
pace with her. She was going back to the pack, to Caleb, and damn him he wanted to do the 
same. He knew he should probably be suspicious with the quick change of topic and 
questions, because if she was intending to put him off balance she was succeeding. Helped 
along by the more fluctuating mood from Molly, but the end was the same. 


“Ballpark then, does it feel like we’ll be walking into a blood bath?” Beau snorted, her humor 
at odds with her words. It took a moment for Lucien to pick up on the real concern there, 
though he was already answering before the thought of stretching the truth came to mind. 


“More like to walk in on him with Fjord and Caleb. He’s very much preoccupied with them.” 
Lucien spat, frustrated because it was a desire that bled into him, he wanted it too, and they 
were nowhere near. 


“How close is this link between you?” Beau asked. 


That, Lucien declined to answer. It probably gave too much away, but there wasn’t a lie he 
could think of that would convince anyone. True, he had his own body. He was free. He 
could wander to the other end of the earth if he so wished. 


Except he didn’t. 


Or rather, Molly didn’t. Molly wanted to be with the Nein, with his pack. Even half mad and 
feral, the bastard wanted them nearby. Even knowing it was Molly, that the desire was 100% 
Mollymauk Tealeaf, Lucien felt it too. He didn’t like the thought of leaving, of never seeing 
them again, just as much as he was starting to dislike the disgust and anger in Beau’s eyes 
when she looked at him. 


She hated him, he hated her. But he also loved her. Molly did, not him. But it was becoming 
harder to differentiate the two feelings. There had to be a balance somewhere, if he could just 
find it. 


my 


Molly was slow coming back to himself. 


The next morning he woke with a contented purr, surrounded by the scent of his mate and 
Omega. The rest of the pack were there too, most anyway. He recognized them now, names 
and faces, enough to know Beauregard was missing. He didn’t like that, but Caleb was asleep 
in his arms, Fjord laying guard at his other side. Most of the pack was here, guarding his 
Omega, and that filled him with a deep contentment. 


He didn’t want to move, didn’t want to wake the Omega. Molly wanted to mark him, make 
him pack, mate even if he could ever get the scent of fear away. Fjord had refused, growling 
him into submission each time he’d tried the previous night. It hadn’t made sense to him, 
because what better way to keep the Omega safe than to claim him as mate and pack, but 
he’d submitted to Fjord and been content with putting a scent claim only. 


He stayed with Caleb in the pack’s den, temporary though it was. He remembered that now, 
that this wasn’t their home. Kamordah. Beau had pack here- had family here- which made it 
safe enough. Not safe enough that Molly wanted to let Caleb go, so he kept the mage with 
him in the makeshift nest that smelled most strongly of the Omega and Jester. 


Fjord stayed too, which was good. Molly trusted Fjord. 


He remembered more of himself as the day wore one, enough that when a young child poked 
his head in the door that evening, he managed not to snarl at him. There had been a flash of 
unexpected fierceness from his Omega, Caleb growling a light warning as the boy stepped 
into the room. Molly remembered Luc, the way Caleb had protected the child even when 
terrified. 


He adored this Omega, purred a soft assurance as the ready tension melted away. Molly 
wouldn’t harm anyone that Caleb protected. He wouldn’t even threaten them. Molly nuzzled 
at Caleb’s neck, trying to tell him as much even though he couldn’t find words to speak. His 
clever Omega understood, licked his neck and ran fingers through Molly’s hair. Molly 
preened under the attention, delighted at having pleased Caleb. 


The boy was speaking, words Molly didn’t have the presence of mind to understand. Fjord 
heard, spoke back, and that was enough. If it were important, Fjord would show him what to 
do. 


“Jester messaged Beau, she said they’ Il be back tomorrow afternoon sometime.” TJ said, 
watching with open curiosity. “Mother spoke with Father, he says you can stay but he’d 
appreciate if you left once Beau gets back.” 


TJ looked down, disappointment crossing his face. “Sorry, I tried to ask if you could stay 
longer.” 


“Tt’s alright, we understand. And we’ll need to be going again anyway.” Fjord replied, 
smiling gently. “We’ll bring Beau back for another visit again soon, I promise.” 


TJ brightened at the promise, nodding and backing out of the room. 


Molly looked to Fjord as the door closed, but the warlock’s attention was on Caleb. Which 
was fine, except for how the Omega’s scent was taking on so much anxiety. It made Molly 
want to growl, to tuck Caleb close and prove he would protect the Omega from anything. He 
knew Fjord, knew the other Alpha wouldn’t hurt the Omega, and Molly didn’t much care for 
the conflict of instinct. 


“Good job, Caleb. That was good, protecting TJ. Very good.” Fjord purred, the words 
meaningless to Molly, but Caleb’s scent spike with pleasure. Soft tones of books and ink, and 
the warm sweetness that was distinctly Omega. 


Molly purred, glad the dissention in himself was gone and content that Caleb was happy 
again. He hated the Omega being afraid. Fjord and Molly were there to protect him, Lucien 
was nowhere nearby to threaten, and it made Molly anxious to not see the threat Caleb did. 
How could he protect Caleb if he couldn’t find the threat. It wasn’t Fjord, he knew that much. 


The warlock was still speaking, soft words in a gentle tone, as he slid closer. Compliments, 
he realized. Words of praise. 


Molly remembered now. Caleb liked them, never got enough of them, and that’s what Fjord 
had given. Had let Caleb know he was being good. That helped the mage, calmed him. Molly 
purred louder, kissing Caleb’s neck and wishing he had words to do the same right now. 
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Beauregard didn’t really know what the hell was up with Lucien. His scent was all over the 
place. She’d been trying to figure him out, had been surprised at how honest and quickly he 
answered questions, but had been having a little trouble getting a good read on him. 


Thanks to updates from Jester, she found out that most of what Lucien said about Molly’s 
mindset was true. She’d be able to compare notes more easily, match up times of day, when 
they got back, but from what Jester said it was pretty spot on. 


She was also surprised at how he followed her willingly back to Kamordah. Even now as 
they walked through the middle of town, he wasn’t trying to slip away. Beau had even given 
him the opportunity, testing him really, by walking a little in front. Lucien didn’t take the bait, 
didn’t even show any objection to practically being led. She fell back a little to walk beside 
him as they got closer to her folks house, earning a suspicious glare and lifted brow. 


“There’s gonna be some ground rules when we get there.” Beau told him, crossing her arms. 
“T would suggest you follow them, because if you make any of us hurt you, and by extent 
Molly, we’re not gonna be fucking happy.” 


“And those rules would be?” Lucien ground out, looking away from her. 


Again, the submissiveness was weird, but Beau rolled with it. He could try all he wanted to 
manipulate her with it, but thanks to Zeenoth it wouldn’t work. Which, he should know, 
meaning it actually might not be an act. 


“First, you don’t go near Caleb. Don’t touch him, don’t talk to him.” Beau stated. Much as 
she would rather he not even see the Omega, because that wasn’t going to go well, she didn’t 
think it was possible. Fjord would have questions for Lucien, they all did. They all needed to 
discuss what to do with him too. 


If Molly wasn’t getting any better, they might need Lucien around. If he really understood 
that much what was going on with Molly, that is. They might also need him around if they 
had to go hunt down that hag again, undo this clusterfuck of a deal Lucien had made. 


“T expected as much.” Lucien snorted, though there was a hint of bitterness to the tone. 


“Yeah, well, you fucked that up, so you only have yourself to blame.” Beau snipped back 
unrelenting. She wasn’t going to give him any pity for that. 


Lucien grimaced but didn’t rise to the bait. “Anything else?” 


mr 


Fjord paced. 
It was making Molly and Caleb anxious, he knew that, but he couldn’t help it. 


The two of them were tucked into the nest, same as the past two days, with Caduceus and 
Jester on either side. Yasha was standing close by, leaning against the wall with arms crossed. 
She’d tried to join the in the corner initially, but her sitting down had only made Molly more 
anxious. And an anxious Molly was prone to hovering over a pinned Caleb and snarling at 
anything that came too close. He knew the pack and seemed to understand that Jester and 
Caduceus were fine seated, but Yasha was better suited to guard while standing. The instant 
she was on her feet, he’d relaxed, so she stayed that way. 


“T do not mind.” She’d said, shaking her head at Caleb’s apology. “He wants you safe. He 
knows me, knows I want the same. It is alright.” 


And Molly did. He’d allowed her close to scent Caleb, hadn’t made so much as a growl. 
Molly had been a little wary when Jester scooted closer to play with Caleb’s hair but had 
relaxed again almost instantly when Caleb leaned back into the cleric’s touch. 


Fjord’s pacing was threatening to undo all of the work those three had put into calming Molly 
and Caleb, but he just couldn’t stand still. Beau was here, with Lucien, and Veth had gone to 


fetch them both and lead them here. It was probably a devastatingly bad idea to put Lucien 
and Caleb in the same room. 


Insanely bad. Disastrous really. 


Yet there wasn’t much other option. They all needed to know what was going on and Fjord 
sure as hell wasn’t leaving Caleb alone. 


His attention snapped over to the door as it opened, heart rate climbing as Beauregard walked 
in first. He was prepared for the wave of fury at seeing Lucien, the feeling easier to handle 
than he’d have thought. He looked like Molly, true, but the lack of tattoos was an easy 
distinguisher. 


Fjord’s fury, however, was nothing to the feral roar that burst out of Molly. He was pulling 
away from Caleb, tripping over Caduceus and Jester as they tried to stop him, all with single 
minded bloodlust fury focused on Lucien. Fjord was torn between stopping Molly or helping, 
knew he couldn’t let a fight start, yet was equally unable to move to prevent it. 


Caleb brought it all to a halt. 


The Omega made a keening sound, Fjord didn't know what or how to describe it, but it had 
every instinct in him screaming at him to go to the Omega. To hold him, protect him. 
Soothecomfortcalmprotect. Fjord only just managed to resist, though Molly was all over 
Caleb in a heartbeat. 


For a moment, Fjord worried it would just scare the wizard more, but Caleb was working to 
wrap himself up in Molly just as hard as Molly was trying to cover him. Veth put herself with 
them, Jester and Caduceus blocking Lucien's line of sight on them. Beau was still beside the 
other Tiefling, one hand gripping his arm now as he had stepped forward toward Caleb too. 


Fjord bristled at that, at the audacity that the man had to even think he had any right to try to 
get closer to Caleb. Instincts be damned, Lucien had to know Fjord would kill him before he 
let Lucien touch Caleb again. 


“What did you do.” Fjord demanded, a snarl present in the words. Molly had Caleb, and so 
did the pack, leaving him free to deal with Lucien. 


“T made a deal with the hag, for my own body.” Lucien answered, tearing his eyes away from 
Caleb to focus on the warlock. 


Fjord growled, but Lucien continued speaking unprompted. It was jarring, how open and 
forthright the man was being. Lucien told them of the hag, what he’d said, what she’d done. 
The fight following, and the apparent connection still between himself and Molly. Deeper 
now, as he could feel what Molly felt. Not just physical, though the matching half healed 
wounds on both Tieflings lent credit to that claim. 


His account of what he’d felt from Molly over the past day and a half matched what Fjord 
had seen, though it wasn’t any comfort to know Lucien was speaking the truth. 


Fjord stared for a long moment after Lucien finished; a multitude of emotions flashing 
through him in an instant. Anger mainly, despair, fury, guilt, frustration... This was no better 
than their original problem. Hurting one still hurt the other, killing one still killed the other. 
This was arguably worse, because now they were essentially two targets. Not to mention the 
whole feeling what the other felt. Once Molly was back to himself, i/he was back to himself, 
they’d need to figure out if it went both ways. And wouldn’t that just complicate 
everything... And how deep did the physical connection go? Wounds, yes, but what about 
other sensations? 


Fjord as he closed his eyes, rubbing the bridge of his nose with one hand. No matter what, the 
first step was going home. They weren’t welcome here anymore, and they needed to move 
Luc and Yezza. Being home would also hopefully make Molly calmer, bring back more of his 
personality. Fjord looked at Beau, the monk inclining her head in a slight nod. Reassured that 
she would have Lucien, Fjord turned to step over to Caleb and Molly, kneeling down next to 
them. 


“Caleb.” Fjord spoke the wizard’s name gently, feeling guilty already for the favor he was 
about to ask. The mage was terrified, clinging to Molly with white knuckles. “Can you bring 
us back home? All of us?” 


Caleb’s grip on Molly tightened, the Tiefling shooting Fjord a look of concern. Fjord shifted 
closer, reaching out to brush Caleb’s hair, the Omega looking up at him as a result. “We 
won’t let him hurt you. But we need to decide what to do with him and we can’t stay here.” 


“D-do you wish to go now, Alpha?” Caleb asked thinly, eyes flickering over to the spell book 
laying atop the dresser. 


Fjord nodded, beginning to rise though Veth brought the tome to him first. He took it from 
her, then held it out to Caleb. The mage shrank away from it with a flinch, looking over with 
fear at Lucien. Fjord didn’t know what the other Alpha had done specifically, but he was 
certain it had been something painful given Caleb’s reaction. 


Molly growled, tucking Caleb under his chin. Fjord moved carefully as he took one of 
Caleb’s hands, pulling the Omega from Molly’s grip and into his own arms. He put the book 
in the wizard’s hands as he did so, wishing they could go at Caleb’s own pace but knowing 
full well they didn’t have the time. 


“Bring us home, Caleb.” Fjord ordered gently, growling a light demanding tone. He kissed 
Caleb’s neck gently, nipping softly and then kissing him again. “I want you to use that spell. 
Be good for me? Take us home?” 


Caleb opened the book, hands shaking as he flipped the pages, but he still obeyed. Fjord 
purred approval, scenting him as Caleb read over the spell. Molly’s purr joined his, the 
Tiefling shuffling closer to mimic what Fjord was doing. 


Caleb spoke after a few moments, voice shaking with uncertainty. “I-it requires, ah, line of- 
of sight, Alpha.” 


“Good boy.” Fjord praised, petting Caleb’s hair as he shifted them so Caleb could see all the 
others. Caleb made an adorable inquiring noise, and Fjord couldn’t help but kiss him when he 
tilted his head up to try and meet Fjord’s eyes. It was light, brief, but still had Caleb smelling 
of sweet pleasure. 


Molly was, of course, right there when Caleb looked back down. Fjord turned his attention to 
Lucien as Caleb leaned to let Molly kiss him as well, more than prepared to glare the other 
Tiefling into holding his tongue. Surprisingly, Lucien was already turned away, teeth 
clenched and standing stiffly. Beau still had a hold of him, her gaze calculating but not 
concerned. 


Fjord made a note to ask her about it, but Caleb was pulling back from Molly and turning his 
attention back to his spell book. The Omega was more relaxed now and, once he had finished 
reviewing the spell, he cast a half glance back at Fjord. 


“May I, Alpha?” 


Fjord nodded, purring approval. “Take us home.” 


Home Again 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


They didn’t arrive quite at their keep. 


The landing was easy, at least. A blink; and then the dimmer interior of the Lionett estate was 
swapped for the wide-open plains of...somewhere. It was still afternoon, the sky bright but 
heavily clouded. The scent in the air was dense, humid, and promised rain. 


Fjord got to his feet, tugging Caleb gently along with him as he purred approval. He could 
feel the Omega beginning to shake as the mage took in their surroundings and he wanted to 
reassure him, if at all possible. Despite Caleb’s fear (and his own instinct), Fjord let Molly 
pull the Omega away from him, keeping an eye for a moment to make sure the other Alpha 
was being careful. 


Molly, of course, just tucked the mage under his chin, wrapping his arms around Caleb and 
letting out an odd mix of a purr and growl. There was only protection in the sound and Fjord 
hoped Caleb could read it the same way he did. They wouldn’t let anything, or anyone, get 
anywhere near Caleb. Not if they could help it. 


“Everyone all right?” Fjord asked as he turned his attention to the others, getting affirmative 
agreement all around. Even Molly made a little grumble, distracted as it might have been. 


“Youre getting really really good at that spell, Caleb.” Jester praised, dusting herself off as 
she got up too. 


“Jes, you think you could look and see where we are?” Fjord asked, glancing over at Caleb as 
the wizard’s breath hitched a little. The mage had wrapped his arms around Molly too, hands 
hidden under the Tiefling’s coat. The close contact was likely doing wonders for Molly’s 
patience and tolerance at the moment. Fjord was swept by a feeling of appreciation; this 
would likely be leagues more difficult without Caleb calming Molly’s volatile mood. 


“W-we... should be close.” Caleb said, a little muffled from where he was pressed against 
Molly. “I... I t-tried- ah, I am- am sorry, it is not exact.” 


“You've only been here once too, so it’s totally fine.” Jester assured, shaking her head in 
quick denial of the apology. “Ill find out which way to go and we’ll be home in no time, 
okay? Don’t you worry at all!” 


“She’s right Caleb.” Fjord agreed. “You did good. You’re good.” 


Caleb nodded, wishing he could stop shaking. Even with the praise and Fjord’s approval, he 
couldn’t. Not with Lucien there. The mindless terror when the man had come into view had 
faded, but only just. Fjord and Molly’s protection had helped, though Caleb missed the pack 


bond that would have given their presence more weight. Caleb was unclaimed, but protected; 
something he hadn’t experienced in a very long time. 


Casting had been harrowing, stressful. Fjord had told him to use the spell, so it was fine. It 
was okay, he’d been obeying. Part of Caleb had expected the spell to fail, for his magic to be 
swept away with a glance, much as Lucien had done for the past week. He’d been preparing 
to receive irritation at having failed, annoyance or a harsh word for failing... 


Success, and the praise and gentle touch that followed, was unexpected. It shouldn’t be, he 
realized, because Fjord was so easy to please. Even Molly, as unpredictable as he was 
currently acting, had been pleased. Even having dropped them far enough from the keep that 
it wasn’t visible, they still praised him. 


Lucien said nothing, for which Caleb was grateful. He couldn’t make himself look back over 
at the man, too afraid of what he would find. Veth and Caduceus stepped closer as Jester 
backed away, the cleric shifting into a giant blue bird and taking wing. 


Caleb peeked out around at Fjord, licking his lips nervously as he offered. “I- I sh- ah, I could 
fly us? With... with Jester?” 


He didn’t look forward to it, even if by some miracle Lucien didn’t insist on being with 
Caleb. Fjord wouldn’t let him, Caleb told himself, gaze flickering to the bloodhunter in 
question. 


Fjord shook his head, but there was a smile on his lips. Gentle, affectionate. “No, Caleb, but 
thank you. There’s too many of us for just the two of you.” 


“He could fly some of us with Jester.” Beau piped up, earning a tight-lipped glare from Fjord. 
“Just saying. You and Molly, definitely. Maybe Veth too.” 


Everyone most likely to murder Lucien, Caleb noted. It was, however, not an idea he was 
opposed to. Fjord had been gentle, Molly as well (mostly), and Veth had never been anything 
but kind. He could handle transporting them. 


“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Fjord questioned. 


Beau shrugged, manhandling Lucien to tug his shirt and reveal the faded eye on his skin. He 
protested, struggling a little, but in the end, he let her do it, much to Caleb’s watching 
surprise. “He’s sans powers, and it’s not like he’s got any weapons. Between me and Yasha, 
he won’t be giving us any problems.” 


That was new, Caleb thought, losing track of the conversation as Jester landed and dropped 
form to tell them what she’d found. Instead, the mage’s attentions were drawn to Lucien, 
finally allowing himself to look at the man. Him powerless was... well, it didn’t make him 
any less dangerous. Caleb was under no illusions about that. If Lucien wished to bring him 
pain, he would. An Alpha didn’t need magic or weapons do to that. 


But... it was a relief to think that he couldn’t strip away Caleb’s magic at a glance anymore, 
assuming Beau’s claims were true. Couldn’t dig into his mind with a touch, burning a dark 


well of pain that he couldn’t escape from. Caleb shuddered, dropping his gaze. Even the 
memory of it had his heart racing. He didn’t feel much better, but Caleb did feel a little safer 
considering those abilities were no longer useable. 


Yet, if they were truly gone, that didn’t necessarily mean anything good for him. In his 
experience, something didn’t have to be his fault, or blame even laid on him, for him to suffer 
for it. Lucien delighted in his abilities; Caleb well remembered the pleasure he’d seen on the 
man’s face when watching him deal with Luten. He remembered the twinges of self- 
satisfaction when Lucien had used the bond to message the man he’d sent to Kamordah. 
Some of Lucien’s comments had implied that those abilities were what set him apart from 
Molly. 


Caleb also couldn’t quite reconcile why the pack wanted to keep Lucien with them. He did 
understand that the man was a liability to Molly’s safety, but they walked a dangerous path in 
life. It wasn’t like keeping Lucien with them was any safer than leaving him behind. None of 
them had a clue how to reverse or counteract hag magic, and Caleb would honestly prefer to 
be nowhere near Lucien while they searched for that answer. 


Fjord’s hand at the back of his neck interrupted his circling thoughts, the touch gentle and 
warm. Caleb unburied his face from Molly’s collar, rising anxiety quickly dimming in face of 
Fjord’s calm expression and soothing scent. “What do you say? Will you fly us back? Veth 
and Molly and myself?” 
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In the end, it was decided that Jester would join them. 


Molly had not taken Caleb’s transformation well. The instant the mage had cast his 
polymorph spell, Molly became stressed and agitated. Fjord had tried his best, but nothing he 
said or did made any impact. Molly paced in front of the avian mage, snarling at anyone who 
strayed close. 


Yasha was the one to suggest the solutions; Jester carrying Fjord and Veth. 


“We'll be fine.” Beau insisted when both Jester and Fjord worried. “You said you could see 
the house, so it’s not that far off. Few hours, tops.” 


“T know, I know...” Jester hedged, glancing over to where Fjord was trying to placate a feral 
Molly while also reassuring a nervous polymorphed Omega. Caduceus was nearby to help, 
Molly watching the Firbolg suspiciously even when it was Caleb who was the one to close 
the distance between them. He was trembling, but still ducked his head against Caduceus’s 
chest and allowed himself to be petted. 

It’s honestly adorable. Beauregard wasn’t one to call something adorable, and if not for 
Lucien she’d probably be teasing Jester about the cleric’s sappy expression. Not that Beau 
could blame her. Hell, even she felt a little desire to go and hug the mage. He looked 
delightfully soft, and she knew by experience he was exactly that soft, even if he wouldn’t 
smell of sweet calming Omega as strongly while he was transformed. 


Beau looked over to meet Yasha’s gaze, a silent communication passing between them, then 
left the taller Alpha to keep watch over Lucien. Beauregard tugged Jester a few steps away, 
scenting her and letting out a low growl approximate of a purr. “Go help take care of him. For 
all of us. Food, bath, blankets, pillows. The works, alright? He’s been through hell, he 
deserves it. I promise we’ll be fine. Yash and I can take care of Lucien. He kinda liked her 
before, tolerates Caddy, and I’m pretty sure that balances out me.” 


“Okay.” Jester huffed, throwing her arms around Beau in a quick hug. She side stepped the 
monk a few moments later, pinning a stern look at Lucien. “And you have to promise to be 
on your best behavior, okay? You’ve got a lot to make up for!” 


Lucien looked over Jester, gaze cutting to Caleb briefly, before he dipped his head in silent 
agreement. 


It surprised Beau, Yasha too if the marginal tilt of the Aasimar’s head was anything to go by. 
Jester didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary, the cleric only nodding once and 
turning to head over to the others. 


A few moments later and there were two giant eagles, one blue and one brown. Jester showed 
Caleb how to herd Molly towards his claws so he could grab the Tiefling, demonstrating on 
an indignant Veth. After a bit of hesitation, Caleb repeated the process with Molly (who was 
surprisingly cooperative) and soon both eagles were in the air with their respective 
passengers. 


Beau rolled her neck as she watched the two of them shrink into the distance. They’d 
probably be home in an hour or so, maybe less depending. It soothed some of the tension to 
know that Caleb would be safe, fed, clean, clothed in something dry and comfortable. Might 
maybe have his scent mellow back into the soothing comfort zone. He didn’t have Fjord and 
Molly’s mark anymore, but he was still pack. 


He'd have to be marked again before they went to Rexxentrum, Fjord had to know that. 
Challenging Zeenoth so directly... her small defiance’s had been hard won; Beau wasn’t sure 
what the fallout of this new plan was going to be. But if it was going to have any chance of 
working, they needed to play the part as long as possible. 


First thing was first, however, and that was dealing with Lucien and his dumbass decisions. 


Beau and Yasha walked on either side of Lucien, Caduceus bringing up the rear. All of them 
knew the way, or the direction at least because Jester had just pointed and said ‘that way’, so 
no one had to lead. The monk took the time on the walk to really watch Lucien, take in his 
mannerisms and posture, catalogue the purely physical changes too. 


As she’d initially observed, most of the tattoos were gone. The eyes were there, but different. 
What skin she could see was smooth; no scars, no piercings, and no blemishes to be seen. His 
eyes were still a vibrant red, solid enough you could barely see the pupils, sharp and cunning 
but lacking something she hadn’t quite put her finger on just yet. 


It was frustrating not to be able to read him, and his scent didn’t give her much clue either. It 
was... off. Just like the rest of him. 


Lucien ignored Caduceus’s attempts at conversation, not even glancing at the cleric to give 
any response to a question of ‘how are you doing with all of this’. Typical behavior of his, 
especially when he was irritated. Less typical was how he shied away from herself and Yasha 
at times. Nothing overt, nothing noticeable, not really. A subtle shift of his weight, a step 
away as they moved towards home; things she only noticed because she was watching for it. 


When she tested it, pushed into his space, he always gave ground. It was a subtle 
manipulation she would expect from Zeenoth or anyone he’d trained. Nothing overt or 
obvious, but it raised a red flag on her senses in any case. 


“You know that doesn't do anything." Beau scoffed after an hour or so walk, deciding to 
address whatever game Lucien was trying. Plus, if she pointed it out, maybe he'd drop it and 
not switch targets. Yasha and Caduceus probably wouldn’t fall for it, but there were more 
vulnerable members of the pack. 


Lucien’s gait faltered a half step as he looked at her, head tilting. "Pardon?" 


"If you’re trying to play on instincts." Beau clarified, treading a little more carefully with a 
glance toward Yasha. The other woman just lifted her shoulder in a miniscule shrug. He’d 
responded this time, better than they’d gotten from him in the past hour walking. 


Beau didn't see any deception or lie on Lucien, but his answer didn’t make sense. She'd been 
having trouble reading him, yes, but she could tell this confusion wasn’t faked. "You know 
that won't work. You'd have better luck with Fjord or Molly. Hell, even Caleb might fall for 
the submissive act. Didn't figure you for going the underhand route, but-" 


"Submis- what are you talking about?" Lucien growled, eyes narrowing. 


And that was interesting. He was defensive, she could practically hear the wheels turning in 
his head, but his tone wasn’t as threatening as maybe it should have been. 


"Come on, you've done everything but roll over. A+ for commitment, I guess. It's seamless 
and natural, so. Good job on that." Beau continued. She expected him to rise to the bait, snap 
back against the vague condescension in her tone. 


Lucien did not disappoint. 


“Or perhaps you do not have the insight you presume.” Lucien snapped, tail arching in a slow 
curl that was his sign of irritation. “Of anyone, you would be the last I’d ever submit to.” 


Except he had been, for days now, without even realizing it apparently. Beau knew she was 
shit with instincts; she just didn’t feel them anymore. It had been a long hellish journey to get 
to that point, but Zeenoth had trained it out of her well enough that she suppressed them 
without even really thinking about it. She didn’t feel them, but she could read them on others. 
And the longer she looked at Lucien, the further she dug, the less he was pinging her radar as 
they typical aggressive Alpha he’d always been. 


Even this current irritation was mostly show, fueled by something she’d gotten a little too 
used to seeing thanks to Caleb. And that... that was an interesting realization. 


Glancing at Yasha, she could see it wasn’t just her picking up on it. Yasha was far more in 
touch with her instinct, which was why Beau followed her lead when it came to acting on 
instinct appropriately. Caduceus was Beta, so the same didn’t apply, but Beau was itching to 
get his take on Lucien too. Whatever she missed, he’d have picked up on. 
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Caleb found it a little strange holding Molly in his claws, mostly because of the times he’d 
flown any of the pack he’d never been trusted to do so. This was more necessity over trust, he 
knew that, but it was still strange. 


The flight back to the keep wasn’t long, Caleb caught sight of the property not too long after 
he and Jester had taken to they sky. A few hours walk for those on the ground, but it was well 
within the limits of the polymorph spell for himself and Jester. He followed Jester’s lead once 
they’d landed, dropping the avian form, only to find himself instantly wrapped up in Molly’s 
arms. The alpha’s growl was worrying, as was his tight grip, but Fjord was already heading 
over so Caleb tried to relax. 


As Caleb had hoped, Fjord’s stern look convinced Molly to loosen his grip. The Tiefling 
didn’t release Caleb, but it wasn’t verging on painful anymore. The low growl faded as well, 
Molly rubbing his nose into Caleb’s neck to scent him. 


“Ts there anything you need? Want?” Fjord asked, turning his attention to Caleb. “Food, rest, 
a bath?” 


“A bath would be, ah, if...” Caleb admitted, attention drifting over to Molly. The Alpha 
hadn’t let him go for a moment since he’d shown up. Caleb didn’t think this would be any 
different. Molly was not hurting him, was not angry with him or making any demands. Fjord 
kept watch and did not allow Molly to mark him. In the end, it amounted to a very furious 
protector, which Caleb had no complaints about at all. 


Despite that, he had no desire to strip down with the Alpha there. But verdamnt, did a bath 
sound good. 


Fjord seemed to realize the wizard’s predicament, brow furrowing as he looked at how Molly 
had Caleb wrapped in his arms. He hummed thoughtfully, holding out a hand toward Caleb. 


Caleb tried to step toward Fjord at the unspoken order, but Molly had either been following 
the conversation enough to know what had been suggested, or he was feeling particularly 
possessive, because the Tiefling tightened his grip. Molly tucked Caleb under his chin, 
meeting Fjord’s gaze and growling unhappily. Caleb tried to appease him, attempting with a 
little whine, though the Alpha didn’t let up enough for him to twist around to submit to him. 


Fjord sighed, shifting his weight and crossing his arms as he met Molly’s gaze. “You can’t 
keep him with you every second, Molly. Let him have his bath.” 


Molly grumbled a wordless complaint, rubbing his cheek along Caleb’s temple. 


“Lucien’s not even here right now, he’ll be fine.” Fjord pointed out, exasperated but Caleb 
also caught a hint of amusement. 


Caleb bit his lip as Molly took a deep breath, nose pressed to his neck. The Alpha wasn’t 
letting go, much as he’d imagined would be the case. Molly was being gentle at least, maybe 
even playful. Fjord was certainly taking it that way. It was reassuring to see proof there 
would be no fight, no contest for dominance. 


Yet even with their good moods, Caleb wasn’t particularly comfortable being alone with 
Molly. He felt guilty about it, but right now the only thing he knew for certain was that Fjord 
was... was safe. Molly was not completely rational right now and Caleb knew quite well 
what instinct pushed an Alpha to do with an unclaimed Omega. 


“T could- with, ah, if he wishes to- to stay.” Caleb offered nervously, shoulders hitching as 
Molly tensed behind him. “If- if you, ah, m-might stay t-too?” 


Fjord looked about as shocked as Caleb felt nervous. The mage could hardly believe such a 
request had come out of his mouth at all either. A few weeks ago, he would have done 
everything in his power to avoid such a circumstance. His words to Fjord the last time still 
range true, however. He felt safter with Fjord, with both of them, even with Molly running on 
instinct alone. 


“Let’s just get inside, get it all ready, and see if we can distract Molly.” Fjord said gently, his 
posture easing as he stepped forward. He extended an arm, herding Molly (and by extent, 
Caleb) towards the keep. 


The first few steps were a little awkward, Caleb nearly tripping a few times before Molly let 
him shift away far enough to walk properly. Molly was upset and anxious at even that small 
distance, so Caleb tried to calm him by holding the Alpha’s hand. Molly purred immediately, 
scent sweetening with a smokey pleasure. Caleb coaxed him along with a quiet purr of his 
own, glancing at Fjord for a sign of approval. 


The mage wasn’t quite prepared for the soft warmth of Fjord’s expression. There was a half- 
smile on the man’s face, head tilting just slightly as he watched the two of them. There was 
approval there, but also a gentle fondness, and Caleb was only a little startled to see that 
directed at himself as well as Molly. 


Caleb shook the thought from his mind, cheeks flushing a little red. Now was not the time, 
there were... were too many things to consider. Fjord offered him time and consideration; 
Caleb would do him the courtesy of using such. In any case, he appreciated the time to get his 
own feelings back in order. Calm and content he might be now, but that could (and likely 
would) change at some point. 


Molly relaxed beside the mage as the trio entered the keep, the Tiefling still keeping close 
beside Caleb but less on guard. They made it down two hallways before discovering where it 
was that Jester and Veth had run off to, the cleric appearing cheerfully with no warning as she 
swung open a door and stepped out. 


“Hey you guys, there you are! Here, I got you some fluffy towels, and Veth’s gone to get 
some of your clothes.” Jester stated cheerfully, holding a small stack of cloth in her hands. 
“Tt’s been a really long week you guys, and I don’t know about you, but I could really use a 
nice relaxing bath.” 


She was completed unphased by the low growls being directed her way from Molly, which 
gave Caleb enough courage to slip out from the Tiefling (having been pushed behind when 
Jester appeared) and take the offered towels. Caleb felt a rush of affection for Jester, her 
words sinking in enough for him to process the fore-thought and care behind them. 


“It’s not as good as the Chateau, and I only just got the water started, but you know, it’s 
totally enough to get all clean, yeah?” Jester continued, falling in step with the three of them 
as they continued down the hallway. 


“Ja.” Caleb replied, meeting her eyes and giving her a deliberate, if somewhat shaky smile. 
“Thank you.” 
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Instinct and Intellect 


Bathing with Fjord and Molly in the room was not as bad as Caleb would have thought. It 
wasn’t without its challenges, but it wasn’t the blood freezing terror that usually accompanied 
being so vulnerable around an Alpha. 


It started out easy enough. Molly watched the doors, pacing in the small space and rumbling 
a low almost inaudible growl. Fjord watched Molly, full of tense protectiveness and a 
nervous readiness. Caleb, ignored and unwatched, found it easy enough to shed his clothes 
and dip into the water. 


As Jester had said, it wasn’t near as good as the Chateau. These were wooden tubs rather than 
stone basins inlaid into the ground. Big enough to bath, but those at the Chateau had been 
near big enough to swim in if they’d been deeper. 


Still, it was effective in getting clean. And honestly, Caleb preferred the safety of this place, 
odd as that thought was. Despite how the few negative occurrences at the Chateau, Caleb still 
preferred not be anywhere that was functionally a brothel. 


Less pleasant was Molly’s course of action once the Alpha had determined the room secure 
enough. It wasn’t a very large room, so it only took a couple of strides before Molly was 
beside the tub and half stripped with the too obvious intent of joining Caleb. 


Fjord, of course, snarled a warning which stopped Molly in his tracks. It was both terrifying 
and reassuring, though Caleb’s attention was purely focused on Molly’s hands stilled in the 
process of dropping his breeches. Despite how gentle both Alpha’s had been thus far, Caleb 
couldn’t help his ingrained expectation of what he’d always been used for. Both Alpha’s 
attentions were on each other, though that hardly made breathing any easier for Caleb. 


“Leave him be, Molly.” Fjord growled, deep and dominant as he took a stalking step toward 
the Tiefling. It had Caleb wincing and looking away, chin tilting in submission even though 
the warlock’s intense gaze wasn’t focused on him at all. 


For his part, Molly appeared confused rather than anything else. The Alpha’s head tilted 
almost comically as he obeyed the growled demand. He backed away, letting out a confused 
whine. It was enough that the tense fear loosened in Caleb’s chest, the wizard relaxing into 
the warm water once more as Molly stepped back again. 


Fjord had Molly, wouldn’t let him get too close, wouldn’t let him do anything. It was nice 
being looked after and having someone to watch his back. Trustworthy. And wasn’t that 
something to consider; that he trusted Fjord. He’d said as much, before, but... that had been a 
little different. He trusted Fjord to keep him safe from anyone else, but he’d not considered 
Fjord would offer protection from a packmate. 


Yet he did, and continued to do so when Caleb pushed his own comfort by closing his eyes 
and leaning his head back against the lip of the tub. He didn’t truly expect them to pounce the 


moment he took his eyes off them, but it was still difficult to drop his guard and test this 
promise. 


Neither one did or said anything, unless you counted Molly’s wordless grumble. Their scent 
never changed, no desire or anger. Peeking open an eye, Caleb found the Tiefling dropping to 
sit on the floor almost sulkily under Fjord’s watchful attention. It was enough to sooth away 
that little bit of remaining tension. 


Exhaustion took its place. 


Caleb hadn’t exactly rested well at the Lionett estate. There had been too many things to 
stress and worry about. Chief among them being a packless and unclaimed Omega in a 
foreign city. Beau and Jester had been there, and Fjord’s arrival had helped, but there was still 
an overwhelming fear of being unbonded. It was... not something that ever ended well in the 
past. 


Part of him had assumed Beau and Jester’s protection was there simply because they’d 
known Fjord would reclaim him, make him pack again. Except Fjord had not. Had offered to 
wait until Caleb decided. And that... that was a looming decision that Caleb had yet to have 
energy to consider. 


Before that, being alone with Lucien... what sleep he’d gotten during in time hadn’t been 
restful. Before that the pirates, Zeenoth... it was... it was enough that just not being afraid 
right now was a relief. 


Here, in the pack territory, being given every reassurance and comfort he could desire, those 
fears really had faded into the background. As impossible as it was to fathom, right now 
Caleb believed was safe here. 


Molly liked being home, liked being clean, and especially liked the calm contentment 
emanating from their Omega. He hadn’t particularly liked being growled at in the baths, nor 
the sharp spike of fear from his Omega, but both had passed quickly enough. So long as 
Caleb wasn’t scared and Fjord wasn’t upset with him, Molly had been content to just wait. 


Unfortunately, Molly wasn’t thrilled with the way Caleb no longer held his scent, but once 
the Omega was cleaned and dressed, he was able to be near him again. Molly could also 
smell the exhaustion on the man and was quick to try and herd him towards somewhere safe 
to sleep. 


Thankfully, both Caleb and Fjord had the same idea in mind. 


“May I, ah, s-stay with you?” Caleb asked shakily, scent shifting from a calm contentment to 
nervous anxiety as they drew closer to his room. 


Fjord’s step hesitated; his expression puzzled. “Sure? I had thought- But of course you are 
welcome to stay.” 


Rational thought had been inching into Molly’s mind for a while, enough he could 
understand words, could form them if he wished. He didn’t, however, was just pleased that 
Caleb would still be with them. Protected. There were no threats here right now, but still... 


Molly could tell it made Fjord feel better too, especially when Caleb didn’t hesitate or show 
any fear to enter their rooms. A stark difference to the last time the Omega had been in here, 
though Caleb had hidden his fear well then. 


Soon enough, all three of them were situated comfortably. Molly sat upright, unable to lay 
down fully. The need to keep watch, to protect, was too insistent. Caleb didn’t seem to mind, 
only hesitated a little with a slight tilt of his chin before curling up against Molly’s leg. Fjord 
sprawled next to Caleb, both soon lost to sleep. 


Molly couldn’t sleep. Even tired as he was, the minutes passed and sleep eluded him. Now 
that he was thinking, was remembering, he couldn’t stop. He couldn’t rest, it ate at him. 


Watching them... Molly realized how wrong it was. How little he deserved this. How he 
shouldn’t be anywhere near Caleb, how much of a danger he was to the mage. Or had been. 
And might still be, because he could feel the overwhelming pull of instinct just beneath the 
surface. Similar but different to the battle he had always fought with Lucien for control. 


Molly’s brow furrowed as he watched the Omega sleep, his claws running soft and careful 
through Caleb’s hair. The mage grumbled in his sleep, shifting and rolling onto his back. He 
snuggled more firmly into Molly’s lap, chin tilting in an unconscious show of submission. 


It was a trust Molly knew he didn’t deserve. 


His hands had hurt Caleb. He knew feeling of his hand striking the man, the sound of Caleb’s 
screams of pain, the feeling and scent of the Omega submitting and begging not to be hurt. 
His hand had done that. His. Molly knew he had no right to touch Caleb, none at all. He’d 
nearly forced himself on the mage for fucks sake. Half out of his mind, fu//y out of his mind 
really, but that was no fucking excuse. He’d have marked the wizard with no care for whether 
Caleb wanted to be bonded to him or not. 


Thank all the gods for Fjord. 


The past few days were hazy, a blur of fighting and running and searching before finally 
slowing down when he’d found Caleb. He remembered those moments more clearly, even if 
they were overshadowed by deep river of suspicious fear that only began to abate once Fjord 
had remade their own pack bond. 


Being home helped. 


He smelled of himself and home, had been glad to wash away the scent of the road. Wash 
away the scent of blood and fear and misery. Molly knew he should probably have left Caleb 
alone at that point, once reason and sense had returned, but he was a selfish bastard, so he’d 
stayed. He had no business being around Caleb, no business regretting how the mage washed 
away the scent claim he’d laid. 


Molly shouldn’t have claimed Caleb in the first place, it was wrong. He never should have 
done it. He was no better than any other Alpha that had hurt the mage. And like the absolute 
selfish bastard that he was, Molly had let Caleb take his hand, lead him with Fjord to their 
rooms. The guilt was near suffocating. 


Molly was terrified that Caleb would soon smell of fear, would flinch away from him once he 
knew he was back in his right mind. It was a miracle he wasn’t doing that already. The mage 
had every reason, after all. But he’d let Molly hold him, had curled up and allowed Molly to 
touch. And now he slept. 


“Fjord...” Molly croaked the warlock’s name, throat feeling too dry and raw. He didn’t 
deserve to be touching the Omega, not after all he’d done, the pain he’d inflicted. 


“Molly?” Fjord whispered, wide awake in an instant. He kept his tone quiet, his movements 
careful despite the eagerness Molly could see in him. “Are you- Molly?” 


“T am so sor-“* Molly began, though Fjord cut him off with a sharp headshake. 


“Don’t you dare.” Fjord said fiercely, a growl underlaying the whispered words. His voice 
was close to breaking, overflowing with emotion. “Don’t you dare apologize for something 
he did.” 


Molly closed his eyes, throat tight as he fought to keep from crying. If he started... he didn’t 
know if he’d stop and the last thing he wanted to do was wake Caleb. The bed shifted 
slightly, Fjord’s warmth wrapping around the other side of Molly. He leaned into it, taking 
gulping breaths of Fjord’s familiar scent. It was home and safety, more than these walls were. 


“T woke up once, they were- travelling still. He had- Caleb was tied, gagged. Fjord, he was- 
scared and I couldn’t- I tried...” Molly choked out, twisting around as carefully as possible to 
lean into Fjord without disturbing Caleb. It wasn’t comfortable, but he didn’t deserve comfort 
anyway. “I hit him. When- w-when he made Caleb teleport him. I can feel it, I-“ 


“That wasn’t you, Mols.” Fjord said evenly, brushing his hand across Molly’s cheek. “Nor 
was anything else that Lucien did to him. You didn’t hurt him, Lucien did that.” 


“What about after then? When I tackled him, pinned him, forced him to submit?” Molly 
breathed out sardonically. “Snarled at him. He thought I would- would claim him, rape him. 
If you hadn’t been there... I- I might have, Fjord, I don’t- I don’t remember much clearly, but 
I remember that.” 


How could he not, it was one of the things that had set him on the path to calming. 
Submitting to Fjord had started it, but hearing Caleb’s fearful willingness to give himself had 
reminded him the need to be gentle. He hadn’t clocked the words that night, hadn’t 
understood them, but he’d gotten the sentiment. Caleb was afraid and he needed to be gentle. 


“You wouldn’t have gone that far.” Fjord said, too much conviction in his voice. 


“You don’t know that!” Molly snarled the retort, too loud and too fierce because Caleb 
flinched under his hand. 


Regret filled Molly, though was near immediately overshadowed by an instinctive 
protectiveness as Caleb pulled away and cringed back. It was a losing battle to subdue a 
growl, Molly’s eyes sweeping the room for threats. His Omega was afraid and all thoughts 
fled in the face of the fear scent filling the room. Fjord was speaking, but Molly couldn’t 
really understand. There was a threat somewhere, scaring his Omega, and he couldn’t find it. 


It was a fight to come back to himself again, to recognize the pleading word from the Omega 
he found himself hovering over. Caleb wasn’t quite pinned under him, the Omega shaking 
and whispering pleading apologies. AfraidAfraid, and that threatened to drag Molly back 
under instinct again, but he was the one scaring the mage and he had to stop... 


“Tt’s not your fault.” Fjord was trying to reassure Caleb, hovering close and ready with hands 
outstretched. “You’re good, you’re helping. He won’t hurt you, he’s just trying to pr-“ 


Molly cursed, scrambling off of Caleb and backing away clear across the room. Every 
instinct screamed at him to go back to the Omega, to protect against whatever it was that 
frightened him. Except Molly knew that it was him that Caleb feared and he couldn't stand 
doing that. 


“It’s alright, no one is hurt, there’s no threat.” Fjord said soothingly, sliding to stand up beside 
the bed and standing between them. His eyes were on Molly, though he tilted his head toward 
Caleb as he address the Omega. “If you’re more comfortable there, I can walk you back to 
your room, Caleb?” 


“Please.” Caleb whined, the sound almost enough to pull Molly’s control straight out from 
under him again. “Please, I’m sorry, I'll be good, I’ll be still, please may I stay?” 


“Of course you can stay.” Fjord answer quickly, turning a pained smile Caleb’s way. “We 
both want you here, but if you feel threatened or unsafe, you can leave.” 


Shame and guilt churned in Molly’s stomach as Caleb looked over at him, the wizard’s 
frightened gaze flickering between himself and Fjord. Slowly, the panicked fear began to 
fade. Hesitancy took its place, Caleb just as slow to sit up from the low submission he’d 
continued to display. 


“Did I- ... what- wh-what did I do wrong?” Caleb asked, shaky and quiet. 


“Nothing!” Molly choked out the reassured quickly, desperate to be believed and terrified 
Caleb wouldn’t. 


“No one was upset with you. We were arguing.” Fjord said, far gentler. 


The assurance didn’t seem to help, Molly’s heart twisting as Caleb’s shoulders twitched up 
defensively. The Omega smelled of nervous anxiety again, Caleb looking away as he asked in 
an even quieter tone. “Did... you want to- ah, w-what does that mean for- for me?” 


“Nothing.” Fjord replied simply, even going so far as to turn and drop to his knees beside the 
bed. Very deliberately putting himself lower than Caleb, unthreatening. It worked, thankfully, 
easing the tension in Caleb and calming Molly all at the same time. 


“T am sorry, I was, ah...” Caleb began, meeting Molly’s gaze nervously. 


The last thing Molly wanted was an apology, but the form of it was... different at least. Better 
this than the terrified begging. Still, he shook his head. “You don’t have to apologize, I 
shouldn’t have- I understand, I mean, and it’s not your fault.” 


Caleb looked away, shifting toward the edge of the bed and letting his legs hang down beside 
Fjord. The mage took in a long breath, letting it out slowly before looking back up at Molly. 
There was hesitancy in his eyes, nervousness, but also a strong determination. “Neither does 
the fault fall on you.” 


“How can you say that, after all that I did to y-“ Molly began to deny, stopping short when 
Caleb interrupted him. 


“You and L-lucien are two different people, Mollymauk.” Caleb insisted firmly, though his 
voice shook and his hands were tight gripping the edge of the bed. Speechless, Molly 
watched him stand up, the Omega’s movements a little jerky at first as he skirted around 
Fjord to step closer. “I.. I know you would not... if- if I d-displeased you, you would not... 
hurt me?” 


“No, I’d never.” Molly replied weakly, sick to his stomach at the thought. He didn’t know if 
Caleb meant for that to come out as a question, but he answered it anyway. 


“Then...” Caleb began, tensing a little as he deliberately met Molly’s eyes. “T-then you 
cannot blame yourself either.” 


Molly nodded agreeement, dumbfounded by the demand. Going by Caleb’s tone and eye 
contact, it could be nothing else but a demand. A month ago, he knew the mage would never 
have dared, had been too afraid to even speak without being prompted first. He had grown so 
much, come so far, and used that to make Molly feel better. Gods, he loved this man. 


As if that were not enough, Caleb continued to hold his gaze as he tilted his chin, baring his 
throat without hesitation or fear this time. Molly couldn’t stop the instinctive purr as Caleb 
submitted, didn’t even try, as he was swamped with a fierce wave of adoration for the brave 
Omega. Caleb even moved closer, leaning into Molly and relaxing against him. 


“See Molly?” Fjord commented, following behind Caleb. 


Molly nodded, very much appreciating that Caleb didn’t so much as flinch at Fjord’s closer 
proximity. The mage felt safe with them. Even hemmed in between himself and Fjord, Caleb 
showed no fear. It was... novel, amazing, something he wouldn’t ever take for granted. 


“Guess I can’t exactly argue with the smartest guy in the pack.” Molly chuckled, though the 
humor was a little strained. He wrapped his arms carefully around Caleb, nuzzling the 
wizard’s cheek to make his meaning clear. 


Fjord pretended to be affronted, though did so poorly for the sake of Caleb’s worried glance. 
Much to Molly’s delight, Caleb flushed at the compliment and hid his face in Molly’s collar 


with a few muttered words in Zemnian. The Omega was still pleased though, his own arms 
coming around Molly to return the embrace. 


All three of them jumped at a sudden sharp rap on the door, quick and efficient, followed by 
Beauregard’s voice. 


“Hey, we’re back.” 


Discussion 


Chapter Notes 


Heads up: Skipping back in time a few hours to Lucien's group arriving home. 


Beau bit back a groan, burying her face in her hands as she stood in the hallway for a few 
moments. She heard the door behind her lock, and honestly, she couldn’t find it in herself to 
blame Lucien for it. He’d refused to say anything else after the whole ‘overly submissive’ 
talk, leading to a somewhat awkward final leg of the journey. 


Thankfully, their mansion here had more than enough spare rooms, even if half of them were 
barely furnished. Beau had simply found the closest room to bring Lucien to, the blood 
hunter striding inside and slamming the door shut without any further words. He was pissed, 
obviously, which was irritating the hell out of Beau. 


Because what the hell did Lucien have to be pissed about? He’d gotten his wish, wasn’t the 
one who’d been threatened and kidnapped, and wasn’t the one who’d lost his mind. It would 
serve him right if it turned out the old hag had changed his designation. It wasn’t one hundred 
percent clear yet, but Beau would have bet money that was what was happening. There really 
wasn’t any other explanation for his change in attitude, or her inability to pin him as any 
specific type. 


Beau straightened, running her hands through her hair and tugging it out of the short updo 
she normally kept it. She curled the blue strand of cloth around her hand, tugging at it 
thoughtfully as she made her way back to the others. She found them in the main sitting 
room, though Fjord, Caleb, and Molly were still absent. 


Veth was tapping her foot impatiently, eyes darting past Beau when she noticed the monk. 
The halfling only relaxed when she saw that Beau was alone, huffing and moving to claim a 
seat. Caduceus was helping Jester, the blue Tiefling having brought food and drinks for them 
all, while Yasha stood a quiet watch over the proceedings. 


"Are we going to talk about what we're going to do with Lucien?" Veth asked, not bothering 
to wait until the rest of them were all settled. 


“Can we talk about what the hell is going on with him first?” Beau snorted, glancing over at 
Caduceus. “I’m not crazy, right? He doesn’t read the same as before.” 


Caduceus inclined his head in agreement. “He is acting differently, and it seemed he was 
being honest in not having realized it himself before you pointed it out.” 


“His scent is softer.” Yasha added, uncrossing her arms and sinking to sit on the floor. “Not 
by much, but there is a difference.” 


“Yeah, now you point it out, I see what you mean.” Beau hummed thoughtfully. “I didn’t 
think much of it on the way back to Kamordah, but it’s different from when I first found him 
out there.” 

“And what does that mean?” Veth questioned. 


“T don’t think he’s an Alpha anymore.” Beau stated bluntly, shaking her head. “Why would 
the hag change that? I mean, he doesn’t read as anything right now, it’s... confusing. I 
fucking hate it.” 


“Hag magic is strange.” Caduceus explained, settling himself in a seat. “I don’t know how it 
works, not exactly, but he said he’d made a deal. Maybe this was part of it?” 


“Kind of a shitty deal to make, but Caleb did say the guy hadn’t been sleeping. Not that he 
saw at least, so maybe he just screwed up.” Beau scoffed. 


“If he is changing. If he is Beta now, or even Omega, does that change anything?” Yasha 
asked. 


“We still need to decide what to do with him, we can’t trust him off on his own.” Veth 
grumbled. 


"Maybe we should just dump him off in Rexxentrum, see how he likes a taste of his own 
medicine." Beau snarked. 


"In all fairness..." Caduceus said slowly, as if he knew his words would not be well received. 
"He's never specifically treated Omega's as lesser. Honestly, he manipulates and uses 
everyone equally when trying to get his way." 


Beau growled unhappily, but the cleric had a point. Not that she’d admit it, but she wouldn't 
condemn her worst enemy to that kind of experience, even for a short time. Not that she ever 
expected to be faced with the option... 


"Alright, yeah, fine, point taken." The monk grumbled, mostly a show because she didn't 
want to agree to said point. "So what do we do with him really? Like Veth said, we can’t trust 
leaving him alone, even with your family." 


"I don’t want him around Luc." Veth chimed in, lips pressed thin as she shot a glare in the 
general direction of the room Beau had dumped Lucien in. 


"That too." Beau nodded agreement to the halfling before continuing. "And taking him with 
uS poses serious risks as well, and that's aside from the fact that I doubt Caleb would be on 
board with that." 

"He does not have his powers." Yasha pointed out softly. 


"Doesn't make him safe." Beau retorted. "If anything, that makes him a bigger liability. He 
gets killed, so does Molly." 


"We cannot leave him here." Yasha sighed, brow furrowing at the stalemate they were 
approaching. 


None wanted Lucien with them, none wanted to leave him to his own devices. 


"If he really is, you know, Omega now. Or becoming one. Could one of you, or Fjord or 
Molly... Maybe you could make him listen? I don't know how that bond works, but would 
that keep him from being dangerous?" Veth asked, looking up between Yasha and Beau as the 
two Alphas currently present. 


Beau and Yasha shared a look, Yasha eventually lifting a shoulder in a slight shrug. The 
Aasimar was the one to answer the question. "I am not sure. Caleb would best be able to 
answer. None of us had ever met an Omega before him, so I do not think Fjord or Molly 
would know either." 


"Even if it did, I don't think Lucien would agree to that you guys." Jester pointed out. 


"I really don't care about his vote in this." Beau scowled, a prick of guilt niggling at her even 
as the words came out. 


"Beau..." Jester sighed, tone part scolding. 


"I think it might be time to bring Fjord, Caleb, and Molly into this discussion." Caduceus 
suggested. "We should get Lucien's opinion, but it would be better if we have our own agreed 
plan ahead of that." 


Beau rose, stretching for a moment and cracking her knuckles. “Alright, I'll go get em.” 


“They were taking a nap earlier, I think.” Jester said, her worry apparent in that she didn’t 
make even the slightest inuendo. “They should be in Fjord and Molly’s room, because 
Caleb’s was empty and Molly was still all... you know...” 


Beau nodded, making a note to dial it down when going to get them. She didn’t want to 
antagonize Molly by accident. At least Lucien was put away, so they wouldn’t have to worry 
about that potential explosion interrupting this discussion. She let out a sigh, rubbing the back 
of her neck as she walked down the hall toward the bedrooms. 


She knocked on Fjord’s door gentler than she might normally, calling out to them and 
pausing for a moment. She heard them shuffling around, but no tell-tale sound of an Alpha 
growl, so she’d probably succeeded on not riling up Molly. 


Except it was Molly that pulled open the door, Fjord and Caleb right behind him. Beau’s 
eyebrows rose as she looked him up and down, noting the return of sense and reason. She 
grinned, cocking her head. “Welcome back Molly.” 


Molly didn’t respond, his nostril’s flaring as he took a breath and glanced down either way of 
the hall. Beau stepped back, letting the Tiefling follow her. “He’s not here. I dropped him off 
in a Spare room, so you can relax.” Beau told them, turning and leading the way as Fjord and 
Caleb also left the bedroom. 


Caleb closed the door behind him, slipping in-between Fjord and Molly as they kept pace 
behind Beau. She said Lucien wasn’t waiting with the others, which was a relief, but he still 


felt better with the two Alphas on either side. 


“We were trying to decide what to do with Lucien, figured you guys would want in on the 
discussion. For obvious reasons, we can’t just kill him and move on." Beauregard explained 
as they walked, recapping what had been discussed so far. 


Caleb didn't take her initial comment too seriously, he understood they were still upset. Even 
Molly’s low muttered comment of ‘too bad’ wasn’t all that concerning. Caleb knew he 
himself would probably be angry too, except he had seen more of Lucien's actions. True, 
some of those actions had hurt like hell, and he was still terrified of the Alpha, but he had at 
least seen that Lucien intended to let him go. 

Maybe it was the hours peace and a calming nap, but at the end of the day Lucien was still 
part of the pack. Bad decisions or not, that had to mean something. 


"So, the question comes down to whether we take him with us or leave him somewhere." 
Beau continued, opening the door to a sitting room to reveal everyone else already gathered 
as she’d said. 


"Veth doesn't want him anywhere around Luc." Beau explained, jerking her thumb at the 
halfling in question. "Which will cause problems if we bring him with, and if we decide it's 
safe to leave him with the Clays." 


"We could escort him down to Nila's village?" Yasha suggested as they came into the room. 
"She could keep watch over him." 


"Oh. That's a good idea!" Jester chimed in sudden excitement, looking over at Caleb to 
clarify. "Nila can be really awesome and bad ass you know." 


"That only works if he's actually without his weird powers. Which, seems to be true, but I 
wouldn't want to risk Nila on his word alone." Beau pointed out. 


"He had... ah, previously, he had said... he was going to send me back. To you. With Molly, 
I... mean. Ah, and go his own way. If he wished to leave...ah, wishes, should we not just let 
him go?" Caleb asked tentatively. 


He didn't particularly want to be around Lucien and this seemed the simplest solution. If 
Lucien no longer wanted the Nein as his pack, wanted to go his own way, Caleb had no 
qualms bidding him the best of luck and worrying about it no more. Thus far, it didn't appear 
they had an enemy in Lucien. Trying to make Lucien stay should he wish to leave would 
doubtless change that. 


"And be looking over our shoulder every day?" Veth snorted, shaking her head. "Plus, he's a 
direct line to hurting Molly, which I wouldn't put it past him to do out of spite." 


Caleb supposed that was a good point, because Lucien was the type to be a little spiteful. 
Except that would ultimately be counterproductive to Lucien's own well-being. Caleb didn't 
think Lucien would put his own self in harm’s way just to hurt Molly. From Caleb's point of 
view, Lucien wanted freedom, not a fight. 


Beau spoke up again before Caleb could say as much, effectively changing the topic. "And 
he's maybe Omega now, which means cutting him loose isn't exactly an option. Not a good 
one, anyway." 


"He's what?" Fjord asked, tone going high pitched. 
"We don't know for sure, for sure." Jester said with a sigh. 


"Only that he's acting differently." Caduceus picked up. "He is still brash and confrontational, 
but it's less... aggressive." 


"Do you think we can use that to keep him from doing anything dangerous?" Veth asked, 
looking between Fjord and Molly before eventually settling on Caleb. "I don't know much 
about how the Alpha Omega bond thing works, but would that keep him under control?" 


“You... could try.” Caleb answered uncomfortably. They could, and he thought they might 
even be gentle and reasonable about it. Well... reasonable, anyway. They were angry with 
Lucien, so gentle might be asking a bit much. Still, it was a disquieting suggestion. “It does 
not force obedience, though.” 


Given enough time and... incentive applied, Caleb was certain they could break Lucien into 
acting as they wished. He might not respond quite like most Omegas trained in Rexxentrum, 
and Caleb doubted the Nein would use him in the same tactic as such, but it was still 
unpleasant to imagine. Caleb had, so far, never seen them treat anyone with cruelty (that one 
pirate not withstanding). It was uncomfortable just hearing them suggest it, much less if he 
had to watch the process. 


“Maybe it would work for a little while?” Veth asked, frowning in consideration. “Then we 
can take him somewhere out of the way, break the bond, let him go -or lock him up-, never 
see him again.” 


Caleb couldn’t help but flinch, too well acquainted with that particular type of pain. It wasn’t 
a game to them at least, but to hear it laid out to plainly, as if it were so simple. The action 
was simple, yes, but the effect on an Omega less so. 


"You want to saddle one of us with him??" Molly yelped in disbelief. 
"Just for a little while, you could break it off when we get him-" Veth bit back defensively. 


Caleb stepped back as they began to argue, unnoticed thanks mostly to Molly heatedly 
snapping back, Fjord's attention focused on the bloodhunter as a result. They were all angry, 
understandably. Not at him, Caleb had to remind himself of that, they were angry with 
Lucien. Which wasn't much of a relief if their claim of Lucien's new Omega status was to be 
believed, especially considering the direction the conversation had turned. He hoped their 
suggestions were those born only of stress and anger, not actions they would truly take. A 
forced bond hurt, breaking it hurt, and it wouldn't guarantee obedience from Lucien either 
way. 


He hoped this was just the worst and most unlikely to ever be used kind of idea. Much like 
their fluffernutter. Bonding an Omega to control them, then breaking it to get rid of them, was 
cruel and painful. 


Caleb didn't particularly care for the thought of vengeance against Lucien as an Alpha, much 
less him as Omega. For the pain Lucien had caused in recent days, the fear Caleb still felt of 
him even now, he had helped more often than he'd hurt. Caleb didn't like what Lucien had 
done but the man hadn't been cruel, at least. He could have made the trip easier, gotten more 
coin for food and supplies by letting any paying traveler use the Omega he had with him. He 
could have abandoned Caleb in Zadash the instance the mage wasn't of any use. 


There were a million and one ways that Lucien could have been just like any other Alpha 
who had owned him. But Lucien hadn't. He'd still protected Caleb, been gentle sometimes, 
had made sure no one touched him. He'd been the exact same as every other time Caleb had 
interacted with him. 


Caleb slipped quietly out of the room, unnoticed he hoped, and took a quiet breath of the 
anger free air of the hallway. It was cloying in that room, set his own nerves on edge, and that 
might have been part of what instigated this last argument. 


He leaned against the wall, slowly sliding to sit on the floor and listen to the raised voices of 
the others. It was less frightening here, though the sound of shouting still set his hands to 
shake and heart to race. Again, he had to remind himself that they wouldn't turn that anger on 
him, if for no other reason than Fjord and Molly would not let them. 


The same could be said of Lucien, now that he thought about it. Even if the man were to 
accompany them, he wouldn't be given any opportunity to do any harm. And... Caleb couldn't 
think of any reason why he would want to in the first place. Lucien had been helpful in many 
cases, had been somewhat of a protector during that trip to Kamordah (despite the threat he 
represented to Caleb himself). Lucien had even planned to send Caleb back to the Nein along 
with Molly. He had what he wanted, Caleb hadn’t gotten in his way, so there should be no 
reason he would wish to do any harm. Add a new Omega status and an absence of magic 
removing abilities... 


Caleb leaned his head back, staring up at the ceiling for a moment before closing his eyes. He 
could deal with Lucien under those circumstances. And maybe Astrid or Eodwulf would have 
some insight in how to safely sever the connection between the two Tieflings. Caleb could 
understand why neither would particularly like its existence. It was a liability. On both ends, 
not just for Molly, so Lucien would probably agree if a solution was presented. 


And Wulf... Caleb eagerly looked forward to seeing Eodwulf again. The real Eodwulf. He 
would do anything the Nein wanted of him if it meant Wulf would be saved. The Nein were 
not putting that on hold, at least. Their worries of Lucien were not usurping that, which was a 
pleasant surprise. They worked to fit Lucien into their current plans, rather than put off the 
rescue until their concerns over Lucien were resolved. 


Caleb jerked back by instinct as the door clicked open, shrinking away and baring his throat 
at the scent of Alpha. 


"Oh, um, sorry..." Yasha apologized in a gentle tone, closing the door behind her and sinking 
down to crouch unthreateningly. "They've stopped arguing. And are sorry they scared you." 


Caleb huffed a not quite laugh, shaking his head as he slowly relaxed. She wasn't upset, none 
of them would be. He was a little surprised at himself he hadn't had that flash of fear until just 
now. Not too long ago he wouldn't have dared move from where his Alpha had placed him. 


“It was not... specifically them. I, ah, I meant no disrespect.” Caleb explained softly. 
Yasha shook her head in denial, sliding down the wall to sit beside him. “None was taken.” 
“Ts he really Omega now?” Caleb asked after a few minutes of silence. 


Yasha hummed, leaning her head back against the wall. “I do not think he is completely. He 
has changed and I do not think what the hag did is finished.” 


“Why would she make it take so long?” Caleb wondered, frowning at his hands. “She gave 
him a new body instantly.” 


“Caduceus says hag magic is strange.” Yasha shrugged, pausing for a moment before looking 
at Caleb. “They won’t try and force a bond on him.” 


Caleb let out a breath, relief curling in his chest. “Thank you.” 


“We are used to him being Alpha, brash and outgoing. He can still be that, will be, as Omega. 
But he will have different vulnerabilities.” Yasha explained slowly, looking back at the sitting 
room. “Caduceus pointed out that taking advantage of those makes us no better than anyone 
who had ever hurt you.” 


“Ts, ah, is that what stopped them arguing?” Caleb asked, breathing out a small laugh. 


Yasha chuckled, smile softening her features. “Yes. And Jester also threatened pranks on 
them.” 


Omega 
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Preparations to leave were made quickly over the next few hours, the Nein planning to leave 
as quickly as possible rather than wait. There had already been almost two weeks of a delay, 
as Beau pointed out, and they needed to get moving if they wanted to stay ahead of the 
disaster that the Revelry was sure to become. 


Jester messaged Nila, filling her in over the course of seven message spells. 


Hey Nila, it’s Jester. Just wanted to let you know that you probably shouldn’t come back 
to the house any time soon. We got into a little bit of trouble, going to probably make 
some people in the Empire very mad, and so it might not be safe here. But you’ve got at 
least a week, so if you wanted to bring some people and just, I don’t know, take 
anything and everything, you totally can. But just after that maybe don’t come back until 
you hear from us that it’s all okay? Anyway, we’re all safe and we’re going to see 
Caduceus’s family, Yezza and Luc are staying there, they will be safe you know. 
Umm.... Anyway, be safe and I hope we see you again soon! 


It was honestly the most chaotic way Caleb had ever seen information be imparted onto 

someone else. The cleric’s words overlapped, she restarted at the wrong points, included 
irrelevant information, unnecessary tangents, and even once waited on a reply just to start her 
next cast with “I know I got cut off, but-“. 


Beauregard had led Jester away after she'd finished, the monk snickering about how it was a 
good thing they weren’t leaving until the morning. Caleb couldn’t help but be relieved by that 
on two points. One, he was still exhausted himself. Two, despite Jester’s assured capabilities, 
he’d much prefer the pack leave at full strength rather than have one of their healers be half 
out of magic. 


As for preparations, he himself had few enough things to do, so Caleb busied himself helping 
the others. Mainly this boiled down to assisting Caduceus and Yezza as the others were either 
too intimidating or distracting for him to offer his assistance. He didn't want to offend Beau 
or Yasha by offering, Veth had already gently refused, and Jester would probably pull him 
into some prank. Between Fjord and Molly, Caleb figured he might be the distracting one 
given the past few days. So, not wanting to be the one that responsible for delaying their 
planned departure in the morning, Caleb set in search of Caduceus once his own things were 
packed. 


He found Caduceus in the kitchen preparing food, rationing dried fruits and vegetables into 
separate packs for the road. A quick skim showed eleven stacks of them, one slightly smaller 
that he presumed would be for Luc. It took a moment for Caleb to understand the feeling of 
reassurance, though was unsure whether it was because the number of bundles meant he 
would have his own, or Lucien would. Either way, it was clear they didn’t expect either 
Omega (again presuming such was true of Lucien) would have to beg of food. 


“T think we will be able to gather herbs and other stuff on the road for evening meals.” 
Caduceus said with a gentle smile to Caleb as the mage remained. “But these should get us 
by on the days we can’t.” 


Caleb hummed his understanding, moving to assist the Firbolg in his nearly completed task. 
“How far will we need to go with these?” 


“There’s a village about four days north of here, we’ll probably stop there for more supplies. 
Shadycreek is just two more days after that, and the Blooming Grove just a half day walk or 
so from there.” Caduceus explained easily. 


Not too far of a journey, even on foot. And already starting out on a more positive note than 
his journey here had been. Not that such a feat was difficult, but it was nice not dreading a 
long journey. Nor what waited at the end. At least, he didn’t think he needed worry... 


Caleb paused, head tilting as it occurred to him he could simply ask. Risk free without the 
worry of offending. “Caduceus, may I ask... what, ah... what is your family like?” 


Caduceus leaned back slightly, his pleasant hum of affection a more positive response to the 
inquiry than Caleb would have thought. “Oh, I think you’ll like them, and they you. Two of 
my siblings, Calliope and Colton, aren’t often home. They haven’t found a permanent pack to 
belong to like I have, but they travel following the Wildmother’s will. My father is Cornelius 
and my mother is Constance, they take care of the Savalirwood with my youngest sister, 
Clarabelle. Corrin was planning on coming home to help, last I heard.” 


Caduceus smiled, letting out a puff of breath. “Huh. It’ll be nice to see her again.” 


They sounded pleasant enough Caleb supposed. If they were anything like Caduceus, then 
the cleric was likely correct in his assessment of Caleb liking them. He focused on wrapping 
the last parcel, considering how to ask whether he should be preparing for any of them to be 
Alpha. He didn’t think they'd be cruel or even rude, but he knew himself well enough to 
know it wouldn’t be pleasant to be surprised by yet another Alpha. Not when he was going 
into this unbonded. 


He ended up not needing to ask, Caduceus continuing to speak as he began packing some 
rations into his personal bag. ““We come from a long line of Betas, and this generation is no 
different. Which helps I think, because we so often tend to stay in one place. The Clays have 
been looking after the Savalirwood for going on three generations now. For the longest time I 
thought that’s what I would do. Melora had other plans. I admit, it took a while to get used to 
this way of life.” 


“Do you regret leaving home?” Caleb asked curiously. 


“No.” Caduceus said, chuckling lightly as he shook his heat. His expression was open, honest 
as he looked at Caleb. “I had doubts along the way, especially during the war. That was 
difficult.” 


Caleb nodded agreement. “Yes, but all of you helped end it.” 
“That is what we are credited for.” Caduceus agreed. 
“You don’t agree?” 


“It would have ended without us, eventually.” Caduceus mused, handing Caleb his own set of 
rations and turning to walk with the mage out of the kitchen. “The Empire was already 
winning. We only sped the process, while making sure it didn’t turn into genocide.” 


That was news to Caleb. He’d been under the impression that the Dynasty had been wiped 
out completely in the very definition of complete genocide. Yet Caduceus’s words seemed to 
imply that was not completely correct. It was something to consider, though perhaps not right 
now. Even with the light work of packing, the length of the past few days were beginning to 
catch up to Caleb. 


“Thank you for sharing with me. I, ah, I do look forward to meeting them. Your family.” 
Caleb said gratefully. 


“You are very welcome, Caleb.” Caduceus said with an easy smile. “Did you need anything 
else to prepare to leave? I'd be happy to help.” 


Caleb shook his head, touched by the offer and smiling in return. “Ah, thank you, but no. 
Rest, I think, is all that is needed.” 


A long night of rest in the nest he hadn’t seen or touched in... had it really been so many 
weeks? Alone, safe, unbothered, curled up in his pile of blankets... It was all he wanted, now 
that the idea had occurred. He was a little wary about Lucien, but Fjord and Molly’s room 
was close enough for a dimension door spell if Lucien showed up. 


Caduceus nodded, bidding him a good night as he left. Caleb found his room just as he’d left 
it, though he did look at it with less anxiety. The scent of the room was a little stale, but still 
covered mostly in his own. He spent a few minutes rearranging the blankets, adjusting them 
to his liking, before sinking into them with a pleased purr. 


mre 


The next morning, no one knew how to react to Lucien when it finally came time for them to 
leave, least of all Caleb. 


One thing was for sure, the pack’s guess work had been spot on. He’d emerged from the 
house trailing along after Beau, skin looking ashen and pale, bags under his eyes, and his 
scent a smoky sweetness that could only be Omega. He... looked like hell, actually, and if it 
weren’t for the absence of any other scent on him, Caleb would have wondered if one of the 
Nein had- 


Caleb stopped that thought short, shaking his head. None of the Alphas had made use of him 
when he first arrived, so it made no sense they would make use of Lucien. The wild and near 
challenging look in Lucien’s eyes also made it clear that everyone would have heard the fight 
if someone had tried anything. 


Besides Beauregard pushing a bag into Lucien’s hands, no one acknowledged his arrival. 
Caleb looked away when Lucien glanced his way, hiding behind Molly and feeling like a 
coward. Lucien might not be an Alpha anymore, but Caleb still didn’t want to antagonize 
him. 


He stayed with Molly for the day’s journey, Fjord often at his other side. Jester skipped along 
with Luc and Veth, Yezza tagging along in their little cluster. Caduceus and Yasha flanked 
either side, keeping watch. Lucien walked silently a few paces behind them while Beauregard 
brought up the rear. 


They stopped to make camp before it got completely dark, Luc passed out asleep in Yasha’s 
arms. Caleb provided light as they began to set up the camp, emboldened by Fjord’s soft 
smiled compliment when he first offered. Lucien continued to keep his distance, joining the 
group only long enough to take a share of the bread and vegetables Caduceus heated over the 
fire. 


Sleep was easy, the Alphas deciding among themselves who would keep which watch and, in 
the morning, Caleb kept out of the way with Luc and Yezza while the others broke down 
camp. The day’s travel was the same as before, would have been pleasant except for the faint 
hum of tension through most of the group. Nothing too noticeable, not enough to alert Luc or 
any of the Beta’s, but it was there all the same. 


The third day, Caleb noticed how oddly silent Lucien was being. 


Not that Caleb went out of his way to interact with the man. Nor did any of the others, even 
Jester kept her distance. It was just... Caleb had thought things would shift back to normal 
after a time. He had found himself less afraid of Lucien since leaving their home, the man’s 
blatant Omega scent doing wonders for his own nerves. It made Lucien more of an equal, 
which made it easier to... not to dismiss what the man had done, but to move on from it 


anyway. 


Yet none of the others seemed to be doing the same. Even Caduceus did not make much 
effort to interact with Lucien. 


With nobody going out of their way to speak with Lucien, Caleb would have expected him to 
say or do something. He’d seen the Nein ignore the Teifling before and it hadn’t provoked 
this quiet stillness from him. Perhaps some of that could be laid at him adjusting to being 
Omega, but he was still... Lucien. 


In Nicodranas, and later on the ship, Lucien hadn't been shy about speaking his mind. He'd 
needled and teased the pack, perhaps a little too far to be entirely playful. It had been... 
strangely reassuring at the time. Despite the very real frustration Caleb had seen growing on 
all of them, a few shouted words were all that had happened. They'd never resorted to 
violence against Lucien. 


But now... Lucien was quiet, seemed to be attempting to escape notice. And it rang as a chord 
in Caleb that reminded him of all the times he had made himself small and unnoticed to 
escape the wrath of an Alpha. He'd not seen any of them show any sign of violence over the 
past two days, a bit of aggression on the part of Molly and Fjord, but neither had laid a hand 
on Lucien. 


Caleb didn’t blame them their continued dislike. He was still working through his own 
reservations of Lucien, though he found it easier done due to sympathy for the man. He knew 
what it was like to be one thing, and then quite suddenly another. It wasn't quite the same, 
he'd gone from Beta to Omega (much less jarring than Alpha to Omega), but he still felt for 
his situation regardless. Going from a set of neutral instinct and behavior to suddenly having 
to deal with the intense hormones and senses as an Omega had been stressful enough. And 
Caleb had been lucky enough to have Astrid and Eodwulf there to help him through it. 


Lucien... did not. He didn’t seem to have anyone. He took his meals in the evenings, but 
always retreated away from the rest of the pack at night. The sight of it bothered Caleb. He 
didn’t know much about Lucien as a person, beyond the general sense he got of the Tiefling’s 
selfish and impulsive nature, but he couldn’t imagine it was pleasant to try and deal with his 
current changes alone. 


Which was why that evening, three days into their travels, camp set and dinner scant minutes 
away from being ready, Caleb made his way over to Lucien. 


The Tiefling looked up at him as he approached, the expression that slid onto his face no 
different than any other time they’d interacted. Confident, in control, a touch dominant but 
without the reinforcement of the scent of Alpha. Caleb knelt down beside him, keeping a 
little distance just in case. He was not completely confident, even if Lucien was Omega and 
weaponless. If Lucien picked up on it, he didn’t press the advantage at least. 


“Caleb.” Lucien near purred, head tilting as he regarded the mage. “To what do I owe this 
honor?” 


“Tt is unlike you to hide behind sarcasm.” Caleb noted evenly, testing the waters. 


Lucien only scoffed lightly, leaning back and looking Caleb over. “And you’re not one to 
approach someone uninvited. In fact, I’m fairly certain you’ve been avoiding me.” 


Despite himself, Caleb relaxed to sit more comfortable on the ground. If he were reading 
Lucien’s scent and tone correctly, there was amusement there. Caution as well, and a small 
amount of suspicion, but nothing threatening or aggressive. And wasn’t that a surprise, 
because even at his kindest Lucien’s scent had always read dangerous. 


“A plan doomed to failure.” Caleb replied, playing along with the jest. He even tried for a 
small smile, lips twitching upward as he attempted to bridge the distance between them. 
Lucien, it seemed, was here to stay and he may as well try and make the best of it. “It’s 
impossible to avoid one of the pack.” 


Lucien didn’t return the smile, the good humor on his face and in his tone vanishing in an 
instant. The Tiefling’s gaze flickered over to the rest of the Nein and, when he spoke, his tone 


was a conflict of emotions. “I’m not part of their pack.” 


Caleb tilted his head, unsure how to interpret Lucien’s tone. Before he could ask or decipher, 
the man was continuing. 


"If not for the remaining connection with Mollymauk, they'd have killed me by now." Lucien 
said dryly, red eyes slowly turning to meet Caleb's gaze. "Or, given the circumstances, I 
might find myself collared and sold to the lowest bidder." 


"They would not-" Caleb began, though Lucien interrupted with a wry chuckle. 


"You think this is new?" He asked, spreading a hand at the distance between his own bed roll 
and the rest of the Nein's. "I assure you, it is not. Perhaps not to this extreme, but I've not had 
my own body in... far too long. Yet even now, as ever, I am tolerated when useful and buried 
under Molly when not." 


"But... you had said you cared for some of them." Caleb pointed out, head tilting as he tried 
to understand. “You have been around them for... years, have you not? If you cared for them, 
they must... must have...” 


Except, he clearly remembered them saying they didn’t know much about Lucien. That they 
never asked Lucien about his time without Molly, claiming it wouldn’t have been fair to 
Molly. 


"Piss them off and turns out even the nice ones don't seem to mind dragging around a 
prisoner." Lucien stated as Caleb trailed off. 


Caleb frowned, glancing over at Jester and Caduceus by the fire. He could only assume they 
were who Lucien labeled as ‘nice’, the two would have been Caleb's choice for that label 
anyway. Still, it was difficult to imagine they considered Lucien as a prisoner. 


Certainly Caleb didn't consider him that way. Lucien was... not exactly pack, but then again 
neither was Caleb. Neither of them bore the pack mark or were bonded to an Alpha. Yet the 
Nein still claimed Caleb as pack, he'd... thought it the same for Lucien, even with how upset 
most of them still were with the man. In truth, Lucien was being very specifically excluded 

from the pack circle and Caleb was finding it harder to blame that on temporary irritation. 


"You are not a prisoner." Caleb said lowly, unsure to the truth of that statement. The Nein 
were different, he believed that so why... 


"Am I not?" Lucien smirked again, expression cold this time as he lifted an eyebrow. He 
raised a hand, movements slow and calculated enough that Caleb didn't flinch as he reached 
to brush the back of his hand to the wizard's face. 


For a moment, Caleb was confused. Not afraid, because it had been proven Lucien no longer 
had his abilities and the man was blatantly Omega now. There was no threat in his expression 
or scent. If anything he looked a little bit wary, as if preparing himself for Caleb to lash out. 


Except it wasn't Caleb's retaliation he worried about, the mage found out a moment later, but 
rather the pack. Lucien's gentle touch had only just brushed down his cheek before there was 
a furious snarl, a blur of purple and scarlet diving past Caleb. Wide eyed, Caleb watched as 
Lucien was summarily pinned by a very angry Molly, Alpha dominance in every inch of his 
tone as Mollymauk snarled at his near twin under him. 


"You don't get to fucking touch him!" 


Beau strode past Caleb's frozen form, much calmer but that was of no reassurances to the 
mage. She wasn't there to help Lucien, wasn't trying to protect the man, but only watched 
with a cold gaze. It was a struggle to see her as Beau, as the Alpha he’d come to know and 
almost trust was safe, rather than any of the many nameless faceless monk’s that had helped 
train him. 


It made his heart clench painfully in his chest because this was the type of reaction he would 
have expected in Rexxentrum. A correction to an Omega who had done something their 
master had ordered them not to do. Punishment for a disobedience. Tame in comparison to 
what Zeenoth would have done to him or Astrid for such a thing, but a discipline all the 
same. 


The comparison made his stomach drop, vision tunneling to where Molly had Lucien pushed 
on his front, fist curled tight in the Omega's hair to keep his head still. Pinned, helpless, with 
a Cobalt Soul monk coming to stand well within range to kick and hurt. How many times had 
he been made to watch the same, and worse, delivered to Astrid? 


The blame for this laid on him this time as well, he had been the one to go up to Lucien. He’d 
started the conversation, had pushed the issue. Caleb flinched as Lucien growled a defiance at 
the Alpha above him, wordless rage undercut with fear as he fought against Molly’s grip. 
Beau's added pressure only made it worse, the monk catching and pinning any errant flailing 
limbs to keep him contained. 


Caleb didn't need to see Lucien's face to know it hurt, he had been on the receiving end of 
this himself many times. Molly's grip would be bruising, Beau's hands equally as harsh to 
twist and pull until Lucien could hardly move at all. Beauregard was speaking, low and even, 
though Caleb couldn’t hear what she was saying over the pounding of his own pulse. An 
order, probably, or a threat. 


Either way, it halted Lucien’s struggles. Even still, the two Alpha's only backed off when 
Lucien whined surrender and struggled to bare his throat in submission. They didn't make it 
easy, Lucien having to fight Molly's hold just to get a properly submissive gesture displayed. 


As abruptly as it had started it was over, Lucien left alone and breathing in carefully even and 
measured breaths. Focusing on his heartbeat, the pain, the taste of dirt in his mouth; anything 
except the feeling of helplessness that still coursed through him. Caleb knew, because many 
times he'd been there before. 


Caleb startled when Molly dropped to a crouch in front of him, the Alpha reaching to tilt the 
wizard's chin and inspect where Lucien had touched him. Caleb didn't resist, though all he 


wanted to do was shrink away from those hands. He didn’t dare, couldn’t have moved if he’d 
wanted to, because Molly had just disciplined an Omega and it had been Caleb’s fault. 


"Are you okay? Did he hurt you?" 


Caleb shook his head numbly, unable to look away from Lucien who was left to just pick 
himself up, ignored except for the half attention Beau was keeping on him. He felt sick, 
guilty for having gotten Lucien hurt. He hadn't known he needed permission... 


Caleb's attention was pulled away from the other Omega as Fjord knelt down next to Molly, 
expression concerned, gentle in contrast to the thin veiled anger still on Molly. "Are you 
alright?" 


"Am I not allowed to speak with him?" Caleb found himself asking, feeling uncomfortably 
cold and disconnected. The pack didn't have rules, but this felt like a correction to having 
broken one. Lucien paying in pain rather than Caleb. He couldn’t do that, couldn’t play that 
game. It was just as cutting to watch Lucien be hurt because of him. 


"Of course you can, we're not angry at you." Fjord answered. 


It should have been a reassuring answer, affirmation that there were still no rules. For him, at 
least, because Lucien had certainly been on the receiving end of the Alpha's displeasure. 
Except that made things all the more dangerous for Lucien. 


"Did he say you couldn't?" Molly hissed angrily, throwing a glare back at Lucien and 
effectively unwinding the bit of calm Caleb had gotten from Fjord. “I'll fucking ki-“ 


"He didn't! I had- I w-was the one to speak to him. He- he didn’t say anything." Caleb said 
quickly, shifting forward to curl around Molly, offering submission and trying to distract the 
Alpha from the target of his ire. Placate, sooth, distract. Anything to redirect the Alpha’s fury. 
This would never have worked with Zeenoth, would have only ended with both of them 
being beaten, but he had to try. 


Molly, however, purred and held him close gently. The anger didn't vanish, but it dimmed as 
the Alpha nuzzled into him. "You're fine, you're good." 


Caleb tried to relax, managing once he looked over to see Beau had abandoned her watch 
over Lucien and returned to the others. Lucien was sitting upright now, untangling his hair 
and shrugging when Caleb's eyes met his. The guilt didn’t abate, even seeing Lucien was fine 
and... more or less unhurt. 


Fjord and Molly brought Caleb over to the others, pressed a bowl of food into his hands, 
fussed over him. It wasn’t a comfort. The food was tasteless to him, though he ate it at the 
Alpha’s urging. All he could really think about was how Lucien stayed where he was, didn’t 
even attempt to come claim any for his own share. 


Lucien didn’t move even as everyone settle to sleep for the night. Caleb felt a pang of guilt 
seeing him curl into himself, hunkering down to spend another night in the cold. He’d meant 
to help, not make things worse. 


Molly tugged Caleb to lay down on his own bedroll, the bloodhunter curling close a moment 
later with a low purr. Caleb leaned into him, closing his eyes and trying to let the soft ramble 
sooth his nerves. The anger was gone at least, which helped. 


Despite being warm and mostly comfortable, sleep eluded Caleb. 


He lay still, pretending at it, through all of Fjord’s watch. At the end of it, the warlock woke 
Yasha before laying down. Molly shifted from leaning against Caleb, muttering sleepily and 
turning to wrap himself around Fjord as the half orc pressed up behind him. Caleb waited, 
being sure that both Alpha’s were sleeping, before carefully sat upright and abandoning any 
pretense of rest. 


Step by careful step, he made his way over to the dim fire, banked and shored up enough to 
give light and warmth without spreading. Yasha said nothing from her seat around the flames, 
her attention outward of the camp as she kept watch. Caleb was grateful for that as he sat 
down, tiredly staring into the flickering light of the fire. 


Time slid by slowly, or perhaps quickly; Caleb wasn’t sure how he’d label it. He was too as 
lost in his thoughts to care about the minutes that slipped past. It was, however, only half an 
hour before Yasha broke the silence. Caleb looked up as the Alpha shifted closer to him, 
quick tension fading when he found no judgement on her face. He still dropped his gaze 
quickly, too anxious to do anything but follow the submissive instinct trained into him. 


"Are you alright?" Yasha asked, her voice a low whisper. "You seem upset." 


Caleb glanced at the others sleeping, at Lucien so far removed from the rest of the pack. He 
was barely close enough to benefit from the safety of a group, curled in a tight ball to 
preserve warmth. It wasn’t so cold to be dangerous, but it was by no means comfortable. 


Caleb found himself tensing again as Yasha followed his gaze, a flash of worry running 
through him. He didn't think she would hurt Lucien, but if she woke any of the others, woke 
Molly, he might. Yet it wasn’t an accusation or any sort of insult that came from her, just 
another gentle question. 


"May I ask what happened? Earlier. We all saw what happened, but none of us heard what 
you and Lucien were talking about." Yasha explained, still speaking soft enough none of the 
others woke. "It's not that we did not care or worry, only that Beau had Lucien and Fjord had 
Molly. With the tension between them, we did not want to make it worse." 


It was the most Caleb had ever heard her say at once, and he was a little surprised to see a bit 
of guilt on her face. Guilt for what, though? For not helping to keep Lucien in his place? Or 
for having let Molly and Beau do that at all? He looked down again, weighing his words 
before speaking. 


"If I could separate them, break the magic that still connects them.... what would you do to 
Lucien?" Caleb asked carefully, gaze flickering over to Molly. "What... would they do?" 


Yasha was silent for a moment and, when she answered, Caleb could only hear honest 
confusion. "What do you mean?" 


"He thinks you would kill him." Caleb whispered quietly. "Or... sell him." 


Again, Yasha was silent, longer this time. When she did answer, her words were evenly 
measured and somber. "I think, if you do know how to do that, you should wait." 


Caleb hugged his arms around himself, shivering. That wasn't the answer he'd hoped for and 
was a Clear indication that Lucien's worries weren't so farfetched. 


"They were very upset, when he took you. We all were. Fjord thought you had died, that 
Molly had died, when the bond between you broke." Yasha told him, her attention fixed on 
the two Alphas in question. They were curled around each other, twined together as close as 
possible as they slept. "That pain still haunts him, will for some time even with the proof you 
both live. Molly remembers what Lucien did as if it were his own actions, blames himself, 
and that haunts him. They would regret, I think, if they followed through on that anger, but it 
burns too hotly right now." 


"He wished only to be free. I cannot hate him for desiring what I too have dreamed of for so 
many years." Caleb told her, his throat tight with frustration. Guilt, pain, fear; many more 
emotions he couldn't keep track for how they swirled in his chest. He had tried to be free 
once, him and Astrid. They had failed. He couldn’t fault Lucien for trying. "How can I be 
angry with him for doing what it took to succeed?" 


Yasha met his gaze at that, holding it for a moment before looking down at her hands. "I do 
not know." 


Chapter End Notes 


Lucien: Misunderstood, yes. Still a bastard? 100% yes. We love to hate him, but he is 
struggling right now. 
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“They dont seem so bad.” 


Caleb nodded, purring and pressing close, relishing in being close to Astrid again. He’d 
missed her, so much he’d missed her. 


“What are the rules with them?” 


Caleb laughed, taking Astrid’ hand and pulling her along the hall. He hadnt felt so carefree 
in years, perhaps ever. Shadows flickered in the torchlight, but he ignored them. The stone 
underfoot was ice cold beneath bare feet, but Astrid was here, was safe, so it was alright. 


“You can do whatever you wish. You can eat as much as you wish, use whatever spells you 
desire.” Caleb told her, stepping through the cracked doorframe of the kitchen. It was in 
shambled disarray, though he ignored it even as his pulse climbed. It was wrong, but Astrid 
was here, was safe, so it was alright. 


“Thats not allowed.” Astrid warned, tone distant and echoed, screams hiding just 
underneath. 


“It’s fine. Rations don t apply. Molly said so.”’ Caleb reassured, smiling. It was wrong. 
Everything was wrong. But he smiled, even tasting blood in his mouth, because Astrid was 
here. Was safe. So it was alright. 


She mimicked his actions, following his lead, trusting. He wanted to scream, cry, flee. But he 
just smiled and led her into making a meal. 


“Thats not allowed.” 


Caleb laughed again, cheeks wet as he turned to look at Astrid. She was crying too, blood 
soaking the shirt on her back. Behind her, Molly walked away, leather whip curled wet with 
blood around his fists. 


Caleb shook his head, offering her the book in his hands. “We can read what ever we want, if 
we wish.” Tusk Love, Jesters book. But the cover was wrong, the character ’s faces stretched 
wide in screams. His hands shook. So did Astrid’s. He blamed it on the cold. There was no 
breeze, but the air still cut through the tattered thin fabric of his clothing. 


She took the book. 
Astrid was here, was safe, so it was alright. 


“Thats not allowed.” 


Voiceless this time, and when Caleb looked, he found Astrid still there. Collared and muzzled, 
but beside him still. He pulled a blanket from his nest, despair settled deep enough to lock his 
own words away. This was his, Fjord had said. He wrapped it around Astrid and she followed 
his lead, trusting his word. 


A hollow ringing filled the darkness, reverberating around the bare room. Chains and cries, 
copper in the air. Screaming, pleas. Astrid cried and Caleb tilted his head as he watched 
Fjord atop her. 


“You said it was okay.”’ 

Calloused laughter followed his thin words, coldness seeping into his bones. 
Those were your rules. 

You think we could care about any other Omega? 

Conceited. 

Ungrateful. 

Should teach you your place too. 


Fire and pain, the bond torn to shreds in an instant. So much more painful and complete than 
any other. He screamed, cried out as he struggled through the blackness. Astrid. She was 
here, was hurt, and it was his fault. 
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Caleb woke up choking back screams, struggling wildly against the hands holding him. 
Alpha, around him, holding him. He could near feel the phantom pain of them in him. He 
hated being fucked out of a heat, being humiliated, used in the open. He could feel the cold 
ground under him, pebbles and coarse grass digging into his skin. Even knowing it never 
helped, only hurt more in the end, Caleb still fought. Better him be hurt, and he was too 
caught in the fear for Astrid to care what they did to him for it. He ignored the warning 
growl, returned it with a challenging one of his own. Distract, redirect. It worked with most 
anyone except Zeenoth. 


The Alpha, of course, snarled in response, grip tightening. He lunged as Caleb tried to stand, 
rolling the two of them a few feet. He was soon pinning the Omega with ease and straddling 
him with teeth at Caleb’s neck. Uncomfortable, terrifying, and too high to be any kind of 
claiming or bonding. It was a threat, reinforced by pain. 


The lack of a collar was what pulled Caleb back to the present, more than the feral snarled 
dominance and sharp bite of teeth. He sucked in a breath, stomach dropping with cold dread 
as he realized this was Molly. Lost in instinct again, likely thanks to him challenging the 
Alpha. 


Fjord crowded into their space a breath later, one hand outstretched to ward off the others. 
“Molly, stop, stop. You’re hurting him, let him go!” 


The pain flared brighter as Molly bit down harder with a low snarl. Caleb flinched, tilting his 
chin up in surrender even as he felt a trickle of warm blood down the side of his throat. He 
whined, submissive and apologetic, flattening his hands as he spread his arms on the ground. 
He was too scared, shaking too hard, to go limp as he should. 


Thankfully, the gesture seemed to be enough for Molly. The Alpha slid to sit beside Caleb, 
dragging the Omega into his arms as his snarls turned into low growls. Feral, radiating a 
bright fury, and Caleb didn’t dare do anything but follow his unspoken demands. 


"Sorry." Caleb whispered weakly, trying to get his racing heart under control. There was 
nothing to apologize for, he knew that, but the words were forthcoming either way. He 
couldn’t have helped what happened, regretted it already for a multitude of reasons. 


"You did nothing wrong." Fjord reiterated that point, though his eyes were still on Molly. “As 
soon as he lets you up, Jester can heal you.” 


“Sorry.” Caleb nodded agreement, though couldn't stop himself from apologizing again 
anyway. He wasn't afraid of being punished, for once, but was more worried about someone 
else be disciplined in his stead. If for nothing else than the shorter tempers he'd have created 
thanks to how he had woken the pack. 


Yasha had her blade in hand, Veth her cross bow. Both probably having woken thinking the 
camp was under attack. Caleb could see the worry all over Jester, for which he felt 
immeasurably guilty. Beau’s blank stillness, the strung ready tension, had him flinching away 
with a shudder. None of that helped calm Molly, unfortunately. The Alpha’s aggression had 
faded, thankfully, but the defensive tension had not. 


Ten minutes later and it didn’t seem like Molly had any intentions of letting the mage go. 
Fjord was beginning to think they were going to have to resort to magic to calm him and just 
hope it didn’t make things worse later. 


“Tt’s the smell of blood.” Lucien offered unexpectedly. He hadn’t moved from where he’d 
slept during the night, well out of range of any of the Nein. 


“No one asked you.” Fjord snapped, shooting a glare toward the Tiefling in an 
uncharacteristic show of temper. Caleb trembled, though Lucien didn’t seem to have any 
reaction other than looking away from the trio. 


“And yet here I am, cleaning your mess again.” Lucien retorted evenly; tone carefully 
controlled. “You’re not going to get his mind back until you deal with Caleb’s injury.” 


“Can’t hurt to try.” Beau commented, tightening the last pack of supplies. Everything was 
stacked up, ready for them to continue the journey, and Beau dropped the bag beside the rest 
before heading over. Molly growled a warning when she was a few paces away, and the 
monk came to a stop. She glanced over to Caduceus and Jester, lifting a brow. “Can one of 
you heal him without touching?” 


“T can...” Jester replied, sighing a little and crossing her arms. “But it’s not a very strong 
spell.” 


“Tt doesn’t need to be strong, it’s barely more than a scratch.” Beau retorted, rolling her eyes. 


“Okay, but it’s total not a great spell to get ready for the day with you know.” Jester 
grumbled, but the eagerness in which she stepped forward to cast it was proof enough to 
Caleb that she didn’t mind. “Is that okay with you Caleb?” 


Caleb nodded silently, Jester speaking a quick word of prayer soon after, and in another 
moment the shallow scratch on the wizard’s throat was nothing but smooth healed skin. Beau 
tossed a cloth and water skin to Fjord, who offered both to Caleb. He accepted both, clearing 
away the slight bit of blood before attempting to calm Molly. 


Caleb wasn’t surprised that Lucien’s advice worked, it made no sense for him to lie after all. 
Not when the consequences would be both immediate and likely severe. 


“Shit, I’m so sorry.” Molly breathed, trying to unentangle himself from Caleb as he climbed 
to his feet. Caleb followed, keeping close to the Alpha despite the realization that he should 
probably be doing the opposite. 


Yet Caleb knew that the morning’s dream made no sense. It was why he made a point to keep 
hold of Molly’s hand. Molly had never offered him harm before, would not have done so now 
except for things beyond his control. 


Molly made no other apologies as Lucien finally rose to gather his few possessions, the Nein 
now ready to continue their journey. The Alpha still tried to pull away from Caleb, attempting 
to pass him off to Fjord and, when that failed, Jester. Caleb’s felt his trust was a well-made 
risk when not one of the three were angry or upset with his refusal to leave Molly’s side. 


He could trust them, it was fine. 


The Nein wouldn't arbitrarily decide it was okay for Caleb to do or act a way, yet believe 
every other Omega must need fall in line with the role society had placed on them. They’d 
promised to help Astrid, they wouldn’t be a threat to her. And even if it were just a ruse, a 
way to get another obedient Omega into their pack, there were far far better ways to go about 
it than making an enemy of Zeenoth. 


Molly wouldn’t beat Astrid for eating. Beau wouldn’t gag and collar her for reading. Fjord 
wouldn’t... wouldn’t use her as payment for the privilege of sleeping on a bed. The Nein 
didn’t have rules. Didn’t have expectations. They didn’t demand obedience and submission. 


Yet... Caleb’s attentions kept returning, time and again, over to Lucien. Lucien who was 
Omega now and kept at arm’s length. Forced to submit just last night for daring to do 
something he had no permission to do. Not provided for despite being forced to remain. Not 
protected, not spoken to, not allowed a means of defending himself. Made to walk outside the 
protection of the pack. Given rules and then disciplined for breaking them, even without 
having been told they existed at all. 


Lucien was a walking talking example of the Nein displaying a double standard and it 
worried Caleb. 


The one thing about being part of the Nein, as Caduceus had come to learn, was they could 
always be relied upon to do the unexpected. It was no surprise to the Firbolg to see Caleb fall 
into that similar pattern. It had taken them all a bit to get used to the Omega, but he fit. 


Most people would likely have expected the mage to keep his distance from Lucien, both 

because of the kidnapping issue and because it was so blatantly obvious Fjord and Molly 

disliked the man. Caduceus understood the wounds were too fresh for them to let it go so 

quickly, so it would not have been surprising if Caleb wanted nothing to do with the other 
Tiefling. 


Except Caleb didn’t avoid Lucien. Rather than keep his distance, it appeared as if Caleb were 
attempting to protect Lucien. Nothing overtly obvious, because Caleb must have realized that 
Omega or not, Lucien would not take well to that. It was subtle protection; diverting attention 
when Molly or Fjord looked toward the other Omega, offering food when Lucien chose not 
to come near the fire during the evening meals, and (more noticeable once they reached a 
town) even going so far as to give Lucien quiet whispered advice. 


It would be only three or four more days until they reached the blooming grove, but 
Caduceus decided to find a few moments to speak to Caleb as they left town. It was getting 
late in the afternoon, though they’d all decided not to risk staying in town. As the sun sank 
lower, Caduceus found his time to speak to the mage when most of the pack set about finding 
a suitable camping spot. 


“How do you feel about him?” Caduceus asked, glancing at the mage before turning his 
attention to keep an eye on the others. Keeping watch so Caleb wouldn’t feel he had to. 


Caleb tilted his head slightly, brows furrowing in consideration. 


Caduceus let him think, pleased enough that the man was not rushing to give an answer. It 
meant it was more likely a true response when Caleb finally spoke. “I... do not think he 
deserves the level of animosity shown him.” 


Caduceus gave an encouraging hum, wordless invitation for the mage to explain. 


And Caleb did. The Omega relaxed from the slight build of tension, likely expecting a 
negative response to his answer, and continued. “I do not know Lucien’s true reasoning, nor 
do I agree with his rationalization, yet what is done has been done. Molly is alive, if 
somewhat changed, but so is Lucien. Is that not punishment enough for him? To be Omega 
now?” 


“You think he needs to be punished for what he did?” Caduceus asked. 


Caleb shook his head quickly, the sigh he let out almost inaudible. “But it is apparent that 
they do. And I... worry. Because I do not know if they wish it because he is Omega now.” 


“They weren’t happy with him when he was an Alpha either.” Caduceus reminded Caleb. He 
could see why Caleb worried, but he didn’t think it was entirely founded. Alpha, Beta, or 


Omega; the others would be just as upset with Lucien as they were now. He hoped pointing it 
out would allay some of that fear. 


“But he could fight back.” Caleb argued, still quiet in volume but his tone fervent. “He has no 
weapons, no magic, none of the abilities he once possessed. Yet they keep him at a distance, 
force him out where it is dangerous. Being alone in this world is dangerous, all the more for 
an Omega.” 


Caduceus nodded, glancing over at the subject of their conversation. Caleb made very good 
points, and many were things he had observed and worried about himself over the past few 
days. He’d not mentioned it just yet, still unsure how to go about peacefully bringing it up. 
There was enough friction in the pack going on already without lighting the proverbial black 
powder. 


“Fjord thought Molly dead and... I understand that anger is not easily moved past.” Caleb 
continued slowly, glancing up at him. “They have been nothing but- but gentle. I do not wish 
to fear them, and I do not wish to be the exception to how they expect an Omega to act.” 


Caduceus hummed lightly, considering. “Sometimes it’s hard to see a person how they are, 
rather than how you remember them to be. Especially when a change is so sudden. You’re 
right when you say Lucien could fight back before, and we all still expect him to do that. 
When he doesn’t, it’s hard not to view it as a calculated move. Even I’m guilty of it.” 


“T do not expect them to accept him.” Caleb said, shaking his head slightly. “I am not sure- 
ah, I do not think I will ever be comfortable around him. I only- If- if Astrid...” 


“You want to make sure she will be safe here too.”’ Caduceus stated. 
“T have, ah, a- a thought if, ah, if perhaps you would, ah, would...” 


“T’d be happy to help.” Caduceus agreed, heading off the anxiety he could see growing. 
“What do you need?” 
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Lucien woke up much warmer than when he'd fallen asleep. The fire was still the same 
distance away as when he’d finally managed to find sleep last night, had even burned down 
to barely glowing coals. The mystery was easily solved by turning over to find Caleb had 
moved his bedroll outside the safety of the Nein and currently lay sleeping next to him 
instead. 


Lucien growled, eyes narrowed in a mix of appreciation and annoyance. Appreciation, 
because he'd been on the receiving end of a lot of negativities recently and this acceptance 
was a nice change. Irritation because he didn't need or want any pity. That hadn't been the 
point of talking to the mage the other day, or speaking up to help that next morning. Honestly, 
he didn't know what he'd been trying to prove speaking to Caleb in the first place. He'd just... 
it had just been nice to talk, to connect with someone. Something he steadfastly hoped was 
not a desire brought on by his new... status. 


Caduceus was already awake, as well as Yasha. Fjord and Molly were still asleep, much to 
Lucien's relief. A feeling he was instantly annoyed at himself for having. Of this whole thing, 
feeling any sort of fear of those two was by far the worst. They hated him, sure, but with him 
being Omega they had a hell of a lot more ways to make him pay for any real or perceived 
slights. And those two would not react well to their Omega sleeping next to him. 


Which was ridiculous, honestly, because he still liked Caleb. Lucien couldn’t not like Caleb, 
what with the adoration towards the mage that near constantly came from Mollymauk. It was 
part of why he’d helped yesterday. Well, beyond the relentless drag of Molly’s emotions. A 
rolling boil of fear, anger, anxiety, and worry. All centered around Caleb and the scent of his 
blood. 


What Lucien wanted to do, what he knew he needed to do, was reach over and shake Caleb 
awake so the mage could go safely back to the others. Except he remembered too well 
Molly's Alpha snarl, his own instinct reluctant to let him disobey such a blatantly dominant 
demand made. The Tiefling was only a hair’s breadth away from losing control at any given 
time, seeming to have as much difficulty controlling his instinct as Lucien. 


Lucien scowled, pushing past the fear and leaning to shake Caleb's shoulder to send him 
back. The Firbolg definitely noticed his delay, but so long as no one was snarling or pinning 
him to the dirt, Lucien couldn't find it in himself to care. He doubted that would be the last of 
such, life as an Omega wasn't exactly easy, as he was learning firsthand. He'd known, yes, but 
experiencing was something else. On top of that, this pack despised him, so he should likely 
count himself lucky the hag had left this little connection to Molly. 
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Beau felt that things were very quickly spiraling the further the pack got from home, and they 
hadn't even begun their insane plan to basically steal from Zeenoth. Caleb was being twitchy, 
though Beau couldn't exactly blame him. But it made Molly defensive and nonverbal, 
especially when he woke up to find Caleb had moved to be next to Lucien during the night. 


To be fair, she hadn’t liked it either, though that was more to do with how it put the mage way 
too far outside the relative protection of the pack. Which led to uncomfortable thoughts about 
Lucien’s state of travel, which led to her being irritable... It was a feedback loop of irritation 
that filtered into tension for everyone. And that made Caleb even more nervous, which was 
slowly dragging Fjord's nerves through hell. 


Lucien was very pointedly keeping multiple people between himself and the two Alphas, 
which (again) Beau couldn't blame him for. Except Molly kept pacing around to keep himself 
between Lucien and Caleb, which of course didn't helpCaleb's state of mind... 


It was enough to give Beau one hell of a headache just watching it. 


Days and days and days this continued. Thankfully there were no more aggressive 
awakenings after that first time, and Molly didn t seem to be beating himself up too much 
about it. Caleb deserved all the credit for that one. Beau was certain that the feral Alpha part 
of the hag ’s magic was going to bite them all in the ass sooner or later, even if it had come in 


damn useful when they were waylaid by would be bandits. Hazards of being closer to 
Shadycreek. 


Molly had been near frothing at the first threat against Caleb, flinging himself into the fight 
before anyone could make a move. The first encounter panned out well, the bandits breaking 
and running without much fight. Molly had apologized sheepishly, and to his credit had kept 
control when it happened again the literal next day. Despite all of that, the fight had been 
significantly bloodier. Molly took too many risks, Lucien was a liability, Caleb was overly 
nervous casting spells, and Fjord ’s attention was too split for the warlock to be effective. 
They’d come out okay in the end, but they’d had to cut their day’s travels short. 


It made Beau tense, uneasy at their vulnerability. 


Which made her the proudest she’d ever been when Caleb (in his own hesitant way) put a 
stop to the rising tension. Two days after the catastrophic fight with the bandits, Caleb stood 
in front of Fjord (with Molly by his side because the Tiefling had yet to detach himself from 
the wizard) and proposed a solution. 


“Will you give Lucien one of his blades?” Caleb asked, glancing pointedly at the dual blades 
hanging at Molly’ sides. 


Fjords confusion was near palpable, and Beau would swear she could just about hear 
Caleb ’s heart ready to jump from his chest. He looked terrified, wasn t meeting Fjords gaze, 
and it probably wasnt a good thing he was defaulting to instinctual hierarchy like this, but 
Beau was still proud as shit of him. 


“What?” Fjord asked, nearly at the same time Molly spoke a low growled protest. 
“T don t think that’s such a good idea.” 


Caleb flinched, shoulder closest to Molly hitching, though he still replied. “He is no 
challenge to you, even armed. He is more a danger unarmed as any damage he takes is 
shared with Molly.” 

Beau, much like every other person standing around pretending to be busy, watched with 
interest to see exactly how this would pan out. She thought Caleb had a point, and honestly, 
he was probably the only one who could bring it up without getting growled at. It would be 
helpful if all of them were armed. Lucien hadnt shown any indication of having any of his old 
abilities, which did make him pretty much harmless to them. Caleb being the one to bring it 
up meant he (probably) wasn t afraid of Lucien threatening him. 


“Tt will make your travel easier, and you may lay the blame on me for anything he does to 
displease you.” Caleb continued, jerkily forcing himself to relax. 


Beau grimaced at his choice of words, sharing a look with Caduceus. Caleb standing up for 
what he wanted, taking initiative at all really, was a great thing but less so when in the 
context of offering himself up in place of a perceived threat to someone else. The road wasn t 
exactly a place for an intervention, but it was a problem that would need to be addressed at 
some point. 


Baby steps though. They’d get to Caddy 's home by next evening, they could deal with things 
there. 


Chapter End Notes 


This chapter feels a little disjointed to me, but that's what happens when you write most 
of it, then don't touch it again for 3 months... 


Anyway, life is hard, but enjoy this chapter. I do hope to get back to being able to write 
more. 


Shadycreek Run 


The passage between the mountains leading up to Shadycreek was surprisingly uneventful for 
the most part. The only problem that occurred was halfway through the day when Yezza 
alerted them to something moving up on the cliff wall of the valley. Jester polymorphed to go 
investigate, reporting back to tell them it was some giant lizard things with lots of teeth. 


However, she unfortunately did not see the third creature and Beauregard was very grateful 
both for Caleb's foresight and quick thinking. Because Lucien with a weapon came in very 
useful, and Caleb got Yezza and Luc out of the way by transforming the alchemist into a 
giant eagle so he could retreat to a safe distance with the boy. 


Beau kind of hated how, after the battle, the mage was most nervous and wary of Veth of all 
people. It didn't last long, of course, because the halfling was all over him with praise and 
thanks and worryingly trying to care for the few injuries he'd gotten from the beasts. 


Fjord and Molly had avoided taking any hits, and Jester was taking care of Yasha in a playful 
flirtatious way that had Beau smiling fondly at them both. Caduceus took care of Lucien, 
who was still keeping his distance though a little closer to the group at current. When Yezza 
and Luc returned, the kid was just about bursting with ecstatic energy and excitement about 
how his dad had been a bird and had flown in the air with him. That more than anything 
seemed to calm Caleb’s nerves. 


Only a simple few beasts dealt with easily enough. However, all in all it meant that as they 
approached the narrower valley leading up toward the city, the sun was already beginning to 
set. Which meant they'd need to stay the night in the city because, as Caduceus pointed out, it 
was not safe to travel at night in the Savalirwood. 


An hour or so later, the valley widened out a bit. The entrance to the boundaries of 
Shadycreek was marked by a tall wall made of pointed logs linked together. There were no 
guards in sight and the gates were open, so the Nein walked through on guard but 
unchallenged. 


Beyond the gates, they were able to see the town; an amassment of hovels, shacks, and 
mudholes first to meet their gaze, turning into sturdier homes and buildings, with proper 
businesses and taverns further in. It was a hodgepodge of constructions, and no small number 
of dubious looking characters wandering the streets. 


All of them walked closer together, even Lucien stepping closer to the outskirts of their pack. 
Molly took that as opportunity, moving over to block the other Tiefling's path and effectively 
bringing the whole group to a stop for a moment. 


"We're in town, we're not going to be robbed or attacked in the middle of the street, you don't 
need a weapon." Molly growled, holding out his hand. His eyes narrowed as Lucien stood for 
a long moment, face set stubbornly as he didn’t move. "Give me back my sword. Now." 


The tension grew, and Beau thought for a moment one of them would need to step in to keep 
it from turning violent. Just at the last of Molly’s patience, Lucien finally moved. He didn't 
break eye contact as he un-strapped the borrowed cutlass from his side, thrusting it callously 
into Molly's hand. They stood frozen face to face, tension continuing to rise, until Caleb 
slipped between them to lean against Molly. He whined a low submission as he ever so gently 
pressed the Alpha back, allowing Lucien opportunity to step further away from all of them. 


Beau had to hand it to him. It was impressive as far as distractions went. She was pretty sure 
Molly didn’t even realize he was being manipulated. Caleb submitted, purred, and put on a 
smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. Beau read worry and fear, both pushed down deep to 
make sure Caleb would be able to pull Molly away from the brewing conflict. It was 
impressive, but just... wrong. And interesting that Caleb only began to relax when Caduceus 
shifted to walk nearer Lucien as they continued fully into the city. 


"So, we're staying here for the ni ht, eah?" Beau spoke up ten minutes later, breaking the 
awkward silence. 


Caduceus nodded. "It would be safer than trying to navigate the Savalirwood at night." 


Beau glanced over at Luc, privately agreeing. If it were just them, yeah maybe. But she 
wouldn't risk the kid. "Any ideas where to stay?" 


Lucien said something, too quiet for Beau to hear, but Caduceus gave a nod with a half-smile 
before looking back at her to answer. "We should maybe try the Dusty Bin, in the Clover 
Plaza." 


Beau lifted an eyebrow, glancing at the others before shifting to walk along Lucien's other 
side. She kept her voice down, because Fjord and Molly would adamantly object to taking 
Lucien's advice, but she had to ask. "The Dusty Bin, huh? Is it a safe place to stay?" 


"Nowhere in this town is safe, but it's as close to as one will find here." Lucien replied, 
giving her a short look of irritation. 


Beau shrugged, letting his attitude slide. She didn't like him either, so whatever. Still, he had 
a point. She hadn't come here often, but she knew enough about its history to know that 
Lucien was right. Nothing about this town was safe. 


There were no laws, no governments, just a bunch of gangs and criminals. Between them, the 
families trying to run the place, and the very few people trying to turn it into a legitimate 
trade town, Shadycreek was a den of corrupted chaos. Not exactly where she wanted to stay 
long with two civilians and two Omegas. 


But again, it was marginally better than the woods at night. 


The central square of the city, which Beau guessed was the Plaza mentioned, was busy even 
as the sky darkened into full night. It was obviously the heart of commerce, and even with 
many of the business doors shut, and even the windows shuttered, there was no shortage of 
drunks, criminals, and bawdy songs drifting from the taverns nearby. Luc rode safely on 


Yasha's shoulders, and Beau felt a little bit of sympathy for Veth at the questions the boy was 
sure to ask her soon. 


The Dusty Bin was just as loud as any other, but at least it didn't have a brawl near ready to 
break out. This establishment seemed more towards gambling and games of chance, which of 
course meant a greater number of thieves and cut purses, so Beau resolved to watch for that. 


No one paid them any mind as they walked in, and Beau didn't think anyone would catch 
scent of Lucien or Caleb through the pungent scent of the room either. It smelled of alcohol, 
half burnt food, and general filth. 


"Certainly lives up to its name..." Beau grumbled, looking around at dust built up in the 
comers, the mud and grime on the floors. 


Lucien glanced over at her, his expression and tone for a moment back to the familiar 
sarcasm that was just shy of being hostile. "Did you expect any differently?" 


Beau had never thought him being a dick would be such a breath of fresh air. Normal, for 
once, and maybe that meant Molly would get his bearings as well, given time. 


"How many rooms do we need?" Jester asked, stopping in her path toward the bar to turn to 
the rest of the group. 


"Four. You three, Veth's crew and Cad, us three." Molly answered, jerking his thumb at 
Lucien last. "And one with a lock to throw this fucker into." 


Caleb and Lucien both tensed, Caduceus gave the bloodhunter a disapproving look, and even 
Fjord let out a long-suffering sigh. "Molly-" 


"Might as well tie him and gag him for good measure, don't you think, Lucien?" Molly 
interrupted, shooting a glare towards his near twin. 


Beau grimaced, knowing exactly what he was referencing. Molly could be just as sharp and 
vindictive as anyone sometimes. He was very subtly and pointedly throwing it back in 
Lucien's face that he had thought it enough to leave Caleb like that. 


Justice well served? Maybe. Sensible? Not in the least. And it seemed Molly had woken up 
just entirely pissed off at Lucien, because the two of them were glaring at each other again. 
One with vindictive fury and the other with anger and, if Beau wasn't mistaken, fear. 


"Why don't me and Caduceus stay with you?" Jester offered to Lucien, ending the tense 
standoff. "We can share a room, and Yasha too, and Veth will stay with Luc and Yezza, and 
maybe Beau should stay with them for extra security. And Fjord and Molly get their own 
room, and Caleb can pick between us all!" 


Beau specifically ignored the slight drop of Lucien's shoulders and the relief that implied. It 
meant she was right. That he had been afraid of being left alone, weaponless, bound and 
gagged, locked in a room that likely anyone in this shithole of a town could easily pick open. 


Jester didn't give anyone a chance to argue, just nodded and turned to head over to the bar to 
acquire three rooms. Veth glanced up at Luc with Yasha, then slipped into the crowd to tail 
the cleric and keep an eye on her. Beau lost sight of Veth a half second later, but since Veth 
was watching Jester's back that was all the more reassuring. 


"Everybody takes turns keeping watch." Fjord said, looking around at them all and receiving 
agreeing nods. 


"I, ah, know a spell that- that would alert me if anyone crosses a set boundary line." Caleb 
said, almost too quiet to hear over the din of the room. He looked down at Yezza, head tilting 
slightly. "Would you like me to set it at your door? To keep Luc safe?" 


Appreciation and relief flashed across Yezza's face as he nodded. "Thank you, yes I would 
appreciate that. I know Beau and Veth will keep watch, but they need rest too. I'm sure that 
will help with that." 


Jester reappeared with Veth soon after, holding a key out to Fjord. "We have three rooms for 
the night, starting second to last down the hallway up the stairs. If we have any rations left, 
we totally want to skip a meal here. It smells awful. I saw this plate they were bringing out, 
and yuck!" 


Fjord chuckled as he accepted the key. "Good to know." 


Jester grinned cheerily, then skipped over to loop her arm through Lucien’s and lead the way 
around the majority of the crowd. Lucien rolled his eyes but let her tug him close without 
protest. 

It was a little quieter up the stairs, the mangled mass of voices below muffled at least, and 
Jester skipped ahead with Lucien in tow, and Caduceus following, to claim one of the rooms. 


Veth did the same, Yasha following with Luc still on her shoulders. Beau had to bite her lip to 
keep from laughing hearing him already firing off questions about what certain things in 
some of the bawdier tavern songs meant. 


Yeah, she would leave that to them for a bit, switch off guarding with Yasha later. 


For now, Beau tagged along with Fjord, Molly, and Caleb as they went to the center room of 
the three. No time like the present to bring up her thoughts on how long they might need to 
stay here to work out this cluster of a problem. General area, anyway. Not here, this place 
sucked. Right now, however, she would at least try and bring up the topic of Molly cooling it 
on the animosity. She got it, she understood really, but it wasn't helping. 


"I still say we should have thrown him in his own room and locked the door." Molly growled, 
scowling as he put a hand against the wall for balance as he kicked off his boots. 


"Molly, that would be dangerous to you. Especially if he was tied up." Fjord sighed, sitting 
down on one of the rickety beds. 


"He seemed to think it was safe. He left Caleb like that in Kamordah, or didn't anyone tell 
you?" Molly huffed. "Bastard got lucky if you ask me. It would serve him right if he got 


unlucky this time around." 


Cruel, and Beau wasn't entirely certain whether Molly meant it or not. Fjord seemed to be of 
a similar disagreement, because Beau got the sense he was about to try changing the subject 
as he looked her way. Whatever words he might have had were lost, swept away as the hot 
scent of anger spiked from none other than Caleb. 


"No! Enough! Do you know how terrifying it is to be so helpless? To wait and know that 
whatever is coming, you have no way to fight back? And you think I would wish that on 
anyone? What happened to consent?! Or is that only for those you deem worth it! Only for 
those who have not angered or wronged you?!" Caleb spoke, voice rising with each word as 
they came spilling out, his hands curling into fists as he took a step back. His sharp gaze had 
been for Molly, though switched to Fjord as he continued. "You would be fine with his pain 
and suffering, except it hurts Molly! You spare one Omega because you decide you like him, 
but verdamt the others! Astrid is better off with Zeenoth than the mind games you play!" 


The silence was ringing as he finally stopped, the mage breathing heavily for a few seconds 
before his entire body went rigid and his labored breathing shuddered and froze before 
picking up. 


As far as steps forward went, this one was a hell of a leap. Beau wasn't surprised at the 
reaction from Caleb now he'd stopped to think and process. Fjord and Molly both looked as 
gutted as she felt, and why shouldn't they when Caleb had basically just said he thought them 
worse than the High Curator himself. And Molly, the blind idiot in love, stepped forward and 
Beau could just see the moment Caleb wasn't here with them anymore. 


Fjord grabbed Molly to hold him back, seeing more clearly than the bloodhunter. Molly, of 
course, attempted to slip away, a low growl building. 


"Take it easy, Molly." Beau advised, deliberately keeping her tone calm and even. She was 
trying not to scare Caleb but put enough force into the words to pull Molly back from losing 
control. 


Molly's gaze snapped over to her, fury and hurt present but at least he didn't shout. "I'm sure 
as fuck not going to hurt him, why-" 


"I don't think he's exactly present right now." Beau clarified, shifting slightly and grimacing 
when Caleb's blank gaze tracked the motion. Still vacant, but hyper focused at the same time, 
and she had a sinking feeling she knew who he was seeing right now. And it wasn't her. "You 
remember how I was, first time I went against his orders, right?" 


Molly scowled but shut his mouth. His tail still lashed in irritated tension behind him, but 
Fjord didn't have to hold him back quite so fervently anymore. 


"Should we get Jester or Cad?" The warlock asked quietly. 


The answer was probably yes. If it were her in Caleb's place, they'd be calling for Yasha too. 
So far, Caleb had only reacted with violence once, and that had been a different state of mind 


than this. Maybe not too different, considering Astrid had come up. That had been triggered 
by her back then, so maybe it was best she left now rather than risk it turning to a real fight. 


"Yeah, you two can-" Beau began to agree, stepping toward the door to leave. She stopped as 
the mage sucked in a breath, the cold blankness from him shifting into sudden fear. 


"Please, please, Curator, I can't- I can't-" Caleb sank to the ground as he begged, voice 
shaking even as his words were near breathless. He folded himself into that same perfect 
posture of submission as the first time he'd laid eyes on her, shaking and breathing too 
quickly. 


Beau wasn't prepared for the amount of guilt and hurt that swamped through her at being 
compared to Zeenoth so directly; to being seen as Zeenoth. And it hit her, with a sickening 
clarity, what exactly had pushed him further into whatever flashback this was. She'd known 
what he' gone through; from what he and others had said, she'd known he'd dealt with this. 
But seeing and hearing this, it really drove it home. An Omega left alone with an Alpha (let 
alone two), and what thin protection that came from being owned, what little backhanded 
comfort that offered, being taken away? In Rexxentrum where the strong took and took, and 
someone like Caleb whose magic was bound and his will to fight back chained even tighter. 
An Omega was a rarity, and she knew Zeenoth wouldn't hesitate to use that as a punishment 
and reward both. Hadn't hesitated. Caleb's fear of the Chateau, his resigned acceptance on 
Avantika's ship, how he'd gotten up after like it had been nothing new, the way he spoke of 
waiting and knowing and... And Molly saying they would do the same, and Fjord agreeing, 
and her agreeing by not denying- 


It was too much. Too much. So Beau did what she'd been trained, shoved every bit of that 
deep aside. She stepped forward, grabbing the nearest sharp object she could find before 
striding over to the Omega. It wasn't enough, and a distant part of her made a note to get with 
Veth later, but it would have to suffice for now. 


Caleb bent his head as she approached, repeating shaking apologies over and over. It didn't 
matter, neither did Molly's snarl or the sound of Fjord attempting to control the Tiefling. 
What mattered was Caleb. What matter was making sure he knew that wasn't a threat he 
needed fear anymore. 


Beau squatted down, grabbing the wizard's hand and putting the handle of the semi dull bread 
knife in his hand. She didn't have it in her to be gentle right now, she just needed him to listen 
and understand. And if he saw her as Zeenoth, she could work with that, he would listen to 
that. And Zeenoth was never gentle. 


Beau reached to grip his chin, forcing Caleb's head up until he met her gaze. "They, or 
anyone, touches you in a way you don't like, you stab them with this until they stop." 


Blunt and forceful, an order too full of furious emotion for how cold she felt. Beau let go and 
stood back as soon as he halfway nodded to agree. It was Fjord's problem now, because she 
couldn't stay here any longer. That far off ringing in her ears was cue enough. Beau turned 
sharply, striding out of the room. 


Yasha. She needed Yasha. Or Jester. Or someone, something to remind her who she was. 


aaa a 


Caleb was finding it very hard to tear his eyes away from the door Beauregard had left 
through. 


It was one thing for any of them- but especially for a Cobalt Monk- to be gentle, to not wish 
him harm. It was a complete other matter to have Beauregard give him a weapon. She was 
the last out of the Nein he would have ever expected to do so. Yet, she was the only one to 
have done so. Not offer, not lay out it a promise so sweet he could only shy away. But to put 
it in his hand and order him to defend himself. 


"Caleb?" 


Caleb jumped, hand tightening over the pitiful little blade even as he reminded himself that it 
was only Fjord. Not Mako, not another one of Zeenoths students. Fjord and Molly. 


He still kept the knife, because... because he wasn't sure he could defy an order given like 
that. And despite knowing Fjord and Molly would not do anything like that to him, he was 
still scared. He had yelled at them. 


Fjord had both arms around Molly, though thankfully the Tiefling seemed to be regaining 
control of himself quickly. Despite knowing they wouldn't punish him, reminding himself of 
that more than once, Caleb still could not find the strength to move. He couldn't find the 
words to speak, throat tight with the instinct to beg forgiveness strangled by the stubborn 
knowledge of the rightness in what he had spoken. He meant what he said, the worry of it all 
just as present even if the anger had burned out to ash and fear. 


"We would never hurt Astrid." Molly promised, very suddenly going still and sliding down 
Fjord to sit at the warlock's feet. 


"Yet you would hurt him. Allow him to be hurt." Caleb said, shaking his head. It was 
different, but the same time it was the same. Because Lucien was Omega now, and all he 
could see was the Nein uncaring of that vulnerability. "He would fight back, but she would 
too. And both would be hurt all the same." 


"He's- he's Lucien." Molly argued, though he didn't sound quite so convinced this time. "I 
mean, after all he did, all he put you through, don't you-" 


"Think he should be tied and gagged. Left to be raped with no way to call out or fight back. 
No, I do not." Caleb spoke up, shoving back the nauseous wave of terror at interrupting the 
Alpha. "And it terrifies me that you do." 


"But-" Fjord put a hand on Molly's shoulder, stopping the Tiefling. 


"You're right." Fjord said gently. "And that's something we need to work on. We can talk 
about that with all of us, with everyone, take some time at Caduceus's place where it's safe. 
We have some time, we'll make the time, as much as we need." 


Fjord knelt down, meeting Caleb's gaze evenly. "I'm sorry we frightened you, made you think 
we were playing some kind of game. That wasn't my intention. I was angry, still am if I'm 
honest, with Lucien, but that doesn't give me an excuse to be cruel. For that I apologize." 


It was more than Caleb expected, and he was grateful for it. It was a little worrying when 
Molly said nothing, the Tiefling even letting out a growl when Fjord nudged him. 


"I do not ask for an apology, or that you forgive him, or like him, or- or any of that." Caleb 
said quickly, desperate to keep that growl from becoming anger that might possibly be 
directed at Lucien. "I... I only ask- please, please do not hurt him." 


Molly clenched his jaw, but the hot scent of anger was quickly fading. "Yeah. Yeah, I 
promise. I won't hurt him." 


Caleb closed his eyes, letting out a breathless "thank you." It wasn't a perfect solution, and he 
still had doubts and fears. They'd listened though, and that... that was something. 


Caleb stood up, only hesitating a second when the other two mirrored his movement, before 
finally looking at the knife Beau had pushed into his hand. 


A frail piece of metal that would certainly be useless against an attacker, much less anyone 
armored. Still, it was the thought that counted, and he appreciated it all the same. He dropped 
it back beside the crumb ridden plate of whomever had stayed in this room prior. He didn't 
need it, not with them, and it was useless as a real weapon anyway. 


"Would- ah..." Caleb began, biting his lip uncertainly for a moment before glancing up at the 
two Alphas. "I would still like... to- ah, to stay here? With you?" 


"Of course, we'd be glad for you to stay." Fjord agreed, Molly nodding the same. 
"Do you want company to set that alarm?" Molly asked. "It's right next door, but still." 
Caleb shook his head, attempting a smile. "Ah, thank you but, I will only be a moment." 


Caleb skirted past them to the door, stepping out and closing it behind him. He did intend to 
set the alarm spell and return, but he also wanted to find Beauregard. It had been unfair to 
compare her to Zeenoth, even as vaguely as he had. And he doubted it had been any easier 
being seen as the High Curator. Caleb hadn't meant for it to happen, couldn't have controlled 
it, but he felt guilty all the same. 


Following the monk proved to be easy, Caleb found Beau standing frozen in the hallway on 
edge between both other rooms. He hesitated, licking his lips nervously. He felt uncertain, 
and guilty because he could easily understand why she'd stopped here. One room had Lucien, 
the other had Luc and Yezza. Caleb did not think Beau wanted to be around either group right 
now. 


"Beauregard?" Caleb called her attention gently, voice a little shaky with nerves. 


There was a tense wariness in her expression when she turned to look at him, but there was 
recognition at least. "Yeah?" Beau stated, tone strained. Holding on, but only just. 


Caleb opened his mouth to speak, though the words caught in his throat. He knew Beau 
would not harm him, but his heart still raced, fear causing his entire body to tremble. He 
wanted to apologize, yes, but was very suddenly seized with the need to know. To know 
what, if any, connection she might have with Mako. That Alpha who haunted his dreams, 
who he'd thought was here in those moments of lost panic. What if she knew him? What if 
she were friends with him? Would that change anything? Would she care, would- 


"I'm not gonna hurt you, Caleb." 


Beau's gentle words snapped Caleb out of his spiraling thoughts, pulling him back to the 
present. "Thank you, Alpha." The reply came without thought, words of gratitude beaten into 
him, and Caleb looked away as Beau grimaced. "I know you would not, I- ah, I w-wished to- 
to ask..." 


Caleb hesitated, glancing back at Beau for permission. He couldn't help it, couldn't continue 
without knowing he wasn't about to cross some line. If this wasn't allowed, he would gladly 
leave before he did something to anger her. 


"Ask whatever you want." Beau grunted. 


Caleb swallowed nervously, unsure what he was hearing in the monk's tone. Not anger 
exactly, but she certainly wasn't pleased. Still, she had given him permission. 


"Did... did you know a monk by the name Mako? Back in- in Rexxentrum?" Caleb managed 
to ask, heart hammering as Beau was silent for a few breaths. 


"No. Who is he?" 


Relief flooded through Caleb at the simply reply, even sharp as it was, enough that an answer 
to Beau's question was easily forthcoming. "I believe he is, ah, or was, one of Zeenoths 
students. I thought, earlier, it was him and- and maybe another.... when- ah, w-when..." 


Beau looked him over for a long moment before she scowled, pulling out a blue leather- 
bound notebook. She stepped forward past him to press it against the wall, flipping it to a 
page that had just one word written on it. A name, Luten's, with a messy line through it. 


"When we go back to Rexxentrum, because we're still getting Astrid and I promise I won't 
hurt her. But when we go back, if you see Mako, you point him out to me, got it?" Beau said 
in soft demand as she wrote the monk's name underneath Luten's before stepping back again 
tucking the book away. 


Caleb nodded mutely, still trying to process the implications of the marked out name and 
Mako's now under it. Of Fjord's promise that one time, the follow through Beau already 
displayed. 


He paused, both of their gazes flickering to the stair as a roar of raucous laughter echoed up 
from below. It took Caleb a moment to find the words, and the courage to meet her gaze 
again. "I know you are not Zeenoth. I... | apologize for, ah, f-for mistaking you. You are 
nothing like him." 


Beau looked away first, jaw clenching as she took in a shaky breath. "I try real fucking hard 
not to be." 


Caleb shifted towards her slowly, baring his throat in slight submission as he reached 
forward. "M-may I...?" 


Wariness returned to the monk's scent, but she jerked out a short nod. With deliberate care, 
Caleb stepped closer, purring lowly as he put his arms around her in a loose hug. He brushed 
his cheek against hers in a gentle scenting of acceptance, ignoring the churning anxiety in his 
gut as he hoped she took it as the reassurance he meant it to be. 


With a sudden near limpness, the tension drained out of Beau, the monk all but leaning 
against him. Caleb continued to let out a steady purr, curling carefully closer to the monk. He 
held still as she took in a deep breath of his scent, his own anxiety fading in the pleased 
feeling of helping the pack. 


"Thanks." Beau muttered, face still buried in his neck. "I didn't wanna scare Luc, cuz Yasha's 
with him. And I couldn't deal with Lucien right now, so.... thanks." 


"Ja, of course." Caleb agreed, stepping back as Beau straightened. He gave her a half smile, 
nervously attempting humor. "Should we go rescue Yasha from Luc? I still need to set the 
alarm spell for them." 


"Yeah." Beau snorted a laugh. "Might as well turn in for the night, get outta this dump first 
thing. Which room you want for the night?" 


"Ah, I- With Fjord and Molly." Caleb answered, distracting himself by searching his 
components pouch for the necessary material. "We- We spoke, some... I will stay with them 
tonight." 


Beau nodded, turning and heading over to the room she was sharing with the halflings. 
"Alright. And we'll hash out this whole thing with Lucien when we get to the Clays. It's safe 
as home there, so we can figure it out before heading back to Rexxentrum." 


She nodded towards the room Lucien was in as she continued. "Those three have always had 
this mutual respect thing going, so you know Cad and Jes are gonna watch out for him. Yasha 
too." 


Caleb nodded, appreciating the reassurance. He knew that, which was why he had been very 
grateful at Jester's division of the rooms. Beau and Veth could easily keep watch for Luc and 
Yezza, the spell was just for his own piece of mind to keep the child safe. Yasha was gentle 
enough, and Jester and Cad as well, that even disliking Lucien they would not let him be 
harmed. And he knew Fjord and Molly would protect him, even if he still doubted their 
intentions when it came to Lucien. 


A Question of Morality 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Molly woke to shouting; panicked and pained screams that came from the hall far too close to 
their door. Not a voice he recognized, thankfully, so it was none of the pack. It still had his 
heart racing, a snarl ripping from his throat as he sat upright. He rolled quickly out of bed, 
Fjord already lunging toward the door as the warlock's blade materialized in his hand. 


Molly stopped first to find Caleb, relieved to see the Omega still in the room. Caleb was 
cringing back with wide eyes at the door, though seemed to be getting over the shock quickly. 
Fear still remained clinging to the mage, but as Molly tailed after Fjord, he could hear Caleb 
scrambling quickly and shakily to his feet to follow after both Alpha's. 


Light spilled out into the darkened hallway from the room next to theirs, Molly skidding to a 
halt next to Fjord in time to watch a wiry human backing frantically away from the tell-tale 
buzz of insects that was Caduceus’s magic. He smelled of alcohol and desire, unsurprisingly 
an Alpha, and the discarded lockpicks on the floor were sign of how he had gotten in the 
room at all. 


Fjord growled, low and deep, stepping forward to block the stranger’s path back into the 
room. Caleb slunk past Fjord, darting around the warlock to vanish into the glow of the room. 
There was murderous rage in the scent and expression of Molly’s beloved, and much as 
Molly thought he should probably feel the same... he didn’t. He was just... a little shocked 
and... and guilty. 


Honestly, he hadn't really wanted anything to happen to Lucien. Not something like... that. 
Not really. He was pissed, wanted to kick the hell outta that bastard until they both passed out 
if it came to it, and he wouldn't mourn or miss the man if they broke this curse and Lucien 
died. 


Despite that, and Molly really didn't like admitting it even to himself (most especially after 
Caleb's outburst), but he wouldn’t actually wish for Lucien to be taken advantage of. Molly 
could be a bastard but, and it was so irritating to use Lucien's words, but he wasn’t that kind 
of a bastard. No, he would not want to leave the man, Omega or not, unarmed and helpless to 
be used for whatever depravity some sick bastard wanted him for. And here was proof that it 
would have happened had he gotten his way last night. 


Molly was no small amount of ashamed to realize he wasn't just being as bad as Lucien, but 
worse, because Lucien had at least tried to keep Caleb safe when he'd kidnapped him. He 
might have tied him and gagged him, but Molly remembered well every harsh word and 
threat the other bloodhunter had made to make sure no one touched the Omega. Whereas 
Molly had, without care of who heard, basically announced to anyone listening that there 
would be an Omega left helpless for the taking. 


So why was he so damned surprised someone had decided to try and take advantage? 


Molly followed Caleb into the room as Yasha emerged, the Aasimar holding her giant blade 
in one hand as she stalked up next to Fjord. The two of them had the strange Alpha well in 
hand, Fjord's growled threats already cowing the would-be attacker. Yasha would make far 
better back-up than Molly would right now. 


Inside, Caduceus still sat calmly on the floor, his swarm of glowing insects still buzzing 
about. Lucien was beside him, holding very carefully still, wincing a little when one of the 
bugs zipped too close to him. Molly didn't want to see that. He didn't want to see Lucien, who 
he hated and still thought of as a haughty smug bastard, being afraid. He was Lucien, 

dammit! Fear was the least of what he deserved! 


Caleb was on Lucien's other side, the mage holding Jester's hand to keep her close as he kept 
a wary eye on the door. Still afraid and had gone to Lucien of all people. Molly looked away 
from the two, distracting himself as he focused on the white insects and the cleric who had 
summoned them. 


"Doesn't look like that guy had friends, and Fjord and Yasha got him, so you can drop this if 
you want." Molly told Caduceus, lifting his hand and waving it through a cluster of the divine 
insects. Caduceus hummed an acknowledgment as Molly’s attention was drawn to Caleb as 
the mage spoke. 


"Will you message Beau?" Caleb asked as the light from the insects faded, the room falling 
dark and silent again. The Omega looked at Jester as he asked, glance brief before refocusing 
back toward the door. "So- so that she will not leave Luc." 


Molly doubted the monk would, not unless they specifically called out for her. She was pretty 
good about keeping her head. He followed the wizard’s gaze out the door as he heard a cut 
off yelp, stepping closer to see that Fjord had the stranger near pinned to the far wall, eyes 
dark as he spoke. Yasha prowled the hall, ensuring no one else tried to interfere and 
glowering silent incentive for onlookers to go back to their own business. Molly doubted 
Fjord would kill the man, but he was certainly putting the fear of the gods into him. Feeling 
oddly useless and out of sorts, he moved back into the room, heading over to the others. 


Molly was stopped, eyebrows raising in surprise as Caleb shifted just slightly in front of 
Lucien and growled a deliberate warning. It was... a struggle... not to respond in kind. Caleb 
was pack, but he also wasn't. Molly adored him, but instinct raged at the challenge presented. 
And the mage was protecting Lucien, who Molly still absolutely hated. It certainly didn't help 
when Lucien's eyes narrowed, the man putting a hand on Caleb's shoulder with a low hissed 
"careful". 


Molly didn't realize he was growling in return until Fjord was suddenly in front of him. 
Lucien was not a fan of being afraid. 


He wasn't unused to fear; he felt it often enough (as did any adventurer) and he’d had plenty 
of practice hiding fear or channeling it into something useful. Only a fool feared nothing. So 
long as it did not paralyze you, fear was useful. As an Omega, there were just so many more 


things to fear, instinct and whatever bound him to Molly amplifying that feeling. Hiding it 
was getting harder, channeling it into something useful was... nigh impossible. 


Caduceus's hand on his shoulder had woken him, but it was the scent of Alpha lust and 
drunken desire from the door that had sparked fear. The lock on the door was cheap and 
poorly made, and Lucien had reached for a blade no longer there as the tumblers clicked into 
place and the knob began to turn. No weapons, no magic, nothing to even test to see if he still 
had the ability to make use of the rites of hemocraft. 


When Caduceus had tapped his staff to the ground with a gentle word, Lucien had frozen 
midmotion to standing as the room was flooded with the bright light of hundreds of glowing 
insects. He knew the spell, had seen it countless times through Molly's memory, and knew it 
targeted the casters enemies. Which instinct said would include him, however he would take 
whatever pain this caused over the Alpha stepping into the room any day. 


Much to his surprise, however, Lucien felt nothing. Nothing but Jester’s hand gentle on his 
wrist, which irritated him only because it brought the slight tremble of his own hand to his 
attention. He wanted to growl, to stand up and draw his blade, show whoever this was that he 
was not helpless prey. But he had no blade, and no voice to be any threat, and was too wary 
to move and risk Caduceus’s magic turning against him. 


The intruder was very quickly screaming in pain and surprise as the insects swarmed the 
moment he set foot into their reach, but they did no harm to Lucien. Not that he had long to 
dwell on that observation. Instinct had him sinking back to his knees as Yasha rose, a spike of 
shocked surprise/fear flooding through him from Molly a second later as the man's cries 
woke the other Tiefling. 


"It's alright, we totally got this." Jester murmured beside him, though it wasn't near enough to 
calm his racing heart. A door slammed open, footsteps heralding the other Alphas arrival. 
This could have been so, so much worse and why the /el/ was there guilt now? Guilt and 
hatred towards himself and with the swirl of so many other emotions, Lucien wasn't entirely 
sure if it was from himself or Molly. 


Fjord was out there now, and Lucien could scent the Alpha fury rolling off him, and Yasha, 
and the stranger. It was only a matter of time before Molly's would join, and that was always 
felt so much keener, and Lucien was already drowning with his inability to deal with the 
current flood. 


Caleb's softer scent of Omega was a welcome breath of air, enough he didn't protest when the 
mage wedged himself in beside Jester to press close to his side. Unfortunately, the fear in 
Caleb's scent didn’t help his own, but at least it cut the too strong rage of Alpha. It played less 
havoc with his own instinct, still too new and unfamiliar. Until, of course, the idiot growled at 
Molly, and there was the anger he'd anticipated, slow building and fought against but quickly 
slipping from the Alpha’s control. Molly was trying, and failing, and Lucien found himself 
reaching to warn Caleb before he could think better about it. 


Lucien should, probably, have been grateful when Fjord stepped in. Should have been, but 
rather than gratitude or calm or even any kind of anger as a preference, Lucien was only 
afraid. It filtered in from Caleb slightly in front of him, but mostly it came from within. 


Because Molly hated him, and he felt that and hated himself, and in that sea of emotion could 
not fathom the rest feeling any different. 


"Go update Beau and keep watch with her." Fjord ordered Molly, tone firm enough that it 
could not be mistaken for anything else. "Tell her we're leaving at first light." 


Even Caleb shrank back as Molly tried to sidestep the warlock to get to the Omegas, though 
Fjord easily moved to block him with a low growl. It was an interesting experience for 
Lucien to both see and feel the silent battle between the two Alphas. Interesting and nerve- 
wracking, however in the end Molly looked away. Lucien wasn't expecting the feeling of 
shame as Molly tilted his head in quick surrender, but that's what washed through him as 
Molly turned and beat a hasty retreat. 
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Fjord watched Molly go, banishing his blade and rolling his shoulders as he tried to force 
himself to calm down. He should have seen this coming, had in a way. He’d expected trouble 
of some sort, it was why he’d told them all to trade off keeping watch. He’d expected Caleb 
and Molly to remain in their room, but both had followed. And now Caleb was half in front 
of Lucien very obviously protecting the other Omega, which... had not gone over well with 
Molly. 


He didn’t blame Caleb, but it was... a bit of a headache to deal with right now. 


This did, however, point out the importance of Lucien having (and keeping) a weapon. Fjord 
couldn’t ask Molly to give up his blade again, he’d hated it enough the first time around. But 
Caleb was right. It was wrong of them to keep Lucien unarmed when just existing was so 
very dangerous for him now. 


"Jester, do you have any spare daggers or something?" Fjord asked wearily, the draining 
anger leaving him feeling tired more than anything. Fjord really hoped dawn wasn't too far 
off. Even if it was, leaving was probably still the best thing to do. He doubted he'd get any 
disagreement from the pack. 


Jester tilted her head, obviously confused, but nodded and detached herself from Caleb to 
fetch one from her bag. "It's nothing fancy, though. I got it from one of those skeletons on the 
island." 


That was fine by him, he didn't need a magic blade. Just something for Lucien to have that 
wasn't something of Molly's. Caleb had been right yesterday morning but was doubly so now. 
Lucien needed a weapon. Fjord was feeling guilty enough now for not having stopped Molly 
from taking the sword away when they'd arrived in town. There had been plenty of them to 
keep anything from happening this time, but they might not have been so lucky. 


Caleb stumbled to his feet at Fjord accepted the blade and turned to step toward him and 
Lucien. The wizard’s hands were shaking, his face pale even as he stepped to stand fully in 
front of Lucien. "You promised..." Caleb whispered, voice almost quivering and sounding 
absolutely gutted. 


The words, the tone, was like a punch to Fjord. He grimaced, pained and guilty at the 
Omega’s assumption. What made it worse was that his doubt was well deserved. It wasn't 
like Fjord had shown himself very trustworthy regarding Lucien these past few days. 


"I can't ask Molly to give up his blades, not to him, but you were right. He needs a weapon, 
and this will have to do for right now." Fjord explained, offering the slightly chipped blade to 
Caleb rather than moving closer to give it to Lucien himself. His Omega didn't trust him to 
come near Lucien and he would respect that. He deserved that mistrust. It hurt, it hurt like 
hell, but he deserved it. 


The mistrust in Lucien's face hurt less; was more salt in the wound of Caleb’s disbelief in 
him. Even once the Tiefling had accepted the blade from Caleb that mistrust didn't fade. 
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True to Fjord's assumption, none of the Nein argued with leaving so early. The sun wasn't 
quite up by the time they left the Dusty Bin, but it wasn't too far off from peeking above the 
horizon. 


Beau held Luc as they made their way north through town to the edge of the Savalirwood, the 
boy still asleep at the early hour. They walked with both Omegas and Yezza in the center of 
the loose circle of the pack, Beau in the very center for the time being. The streets weren't 
empty, Shadycreek was the type of town that never truly slept, but there were few enough 
people that saw them, and even fewer that dared look twice. 


Honestly, Beau thought it a miracle that Luc hadn't woken up once. Not to the screams, or 
their packing, or even her picking him up and carrying him from the Inn. Poor kid was 
exhausted, and all the better. None of them wanted to explain what had happened. Almost 
happened. 


At least both Omegas were armed now. Veth had pushed a dagger into Caleb’s hands, without 
asking or offering, the second she’d laid eyes on him again. Caleb hadn’t tried to refuse and 
Veth had kept at his side ever since. The halfling had her crossbow out and ready, keeping 
one eye on her pup and one eye on the mage while simultaneously scanning the dark streets 
for threats. 


Caduceus shifted to take the lead as they reached the edge of town, the run-down shacks 
appearing further and further apart until eventually the only thing around were the trees of the 
Savalirwood. None of them were able to relax until they’d gone twenty or so minutes without 
seeing any sight of people or the town. 
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Jester was very worried. Enough that it was very difficult to keep up the cheerful answers and 
playful energy with Luc once the child woke up. She was pretty sure she’d never see Lucien 
as scared as he’d been today. It was... it had been way too much like how Caleb had acted 
when they’d first met him. 


It made her feel really bad for him. And really really glad that she and Cad and Yasha had 
stayed in the same room with him last night. Jester didn’t want to think about what might 
have happened if Lucien had been on his own. 


Caleb was certainly sticking closer to Lucien, and Fjord was being less growly at Lucien, so 
something had happened there. Jester didn’t think it had anything to do with their late-night 
break-in. Molly was staying really far away and shooting sad looks towards Caleb, which by 
design meant he would also see Lucien, and every time that happened he would glare and 
Lucien would wince. Then Caleb would notice and shuffle just a little bit closer for a 
moment, looking over to meet Molly’s gaze, and then Molly would range out just a few steps 
further. 


Jester really just wanted to sit down and talk about whatever the issue was, because she was 
definitely missing something. And she thought maybe Caduceus thought the same thing, 
because she caught him looking a little frustrated a few times; brow furrowed and lips 
pressed thin. 


Yasha was worried too, and Beau, both of which were keeping an eye on both Omegas as 
they traveled. Lucien didn’t seem to be too wary of Yasha, but he regarded Beauregard with 
just as much distrust as he had Fjord back at the inn. It made a little sense, Jester supposed, 
because Lucien hadn’t ever really like Beau. Or Fjord. Or Molly, either. She hadn’t really 
been sure if he liked her or not, but if she based it on how mistrustful he was now maybe he’d 
liked her just fine. 


None of it really made much sense. While she was very glad that Lucien had his own body, 
and Molly too (because both of them had hated sharing), Jester also really wished that things 
could go back to the way they had been before. Back to when the pack was pack and nobody 
was scared or wary around each other. Caleb had been getting so much better, but now they 
had not one but two scared Omegas. 
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Caduceus knew the general path back to his family’s home. Over the years it had changed a 
little; overgrown in one spot with a new animal trail cut a few feet away from where it used 
to be, subtle markers from prior travelers to avoid a dangerous area, as well as other small 
numerous changes that he was sure he hadn’t even noticed. It was home and he wished he 
were arriving under better circumstances and in better spirits. 


As they drew closer to the Blooming Grove, the forest around them grew darker as if the 
cursed blighted woods were trying harder to encroach upon the bright spot of the forest. The 
rusted iron-bar fence marked the first boundary to the old stone temple, the metal wrapped 
and warped with grey-purple vines adorned with sharp thorns. Caduceus led them through it, 
head lifting a bit as he breathed in the sudden shift from dry cool air to a humid summer-like 
atmosphere. 


Around them, cropping up intermitted but growing rapidly in number, were moss covered 
tombstones. Familiar to Caduceus, he could name nearly every one of them from memory 
alone, and he nodded to a few of his favorites as he passed. Home. With a sense of peace and 
calm from the Wildmother that filtered through the stress of the discord among his pack. 


Past the graveyard, into the very heart of the Blooming Grove, Caduceus smiled as he caught 
first sight of the two-story house that was his family home. A large intricate designed door 
stood fast shut in the front, vines and flowers draped down from the window and ledge of the 
second story drifted in slow motion from the slight breeze. The roof curled out to form two 
overhangs at both top and bottom level, a few bits of cloth and clothing hanging to dry at the 
uppermost level. 


Beyond that, Caduceus could just see the steam that rose from the hottest of the three springs 
behind the house. He was very desperately looking forward to spending some time in 
mediation with the Wildmother at the Sacred Spring. 


Home. 


Chapter End Notes 


A bit of a scattered chapter, but none of the Nein are feeling much like a cohesive pack 
right now, so | think it fits. 


Request 


Caleb wasn't sure when the payment would come due for the morning’s chaos, but every 
force of habit and instinct said that it would. When something went wrong and an Omega 
was involved, the Omega was always, always, blamed. Yet none of the Nein had touched 
Lucien, or even so much as scolded him. Caleb still stuck close to the other Omega in any 
case, still feeling far too off balance to risk the pack behaving as most of the populace of the 
country would. Even knowing that none of them were the type to blame and punish an 
Omega simply because it was there, Caleb couldn't shake the worry that it would happen 


anyway. 
None of them even liked Lucien after all. 


Nothing was said or done in the hours travel through the woods, though Caleb could easily 
see the strain among most of the pack. Jester entertained Luc when he finally woke, though it 
was obviously an effort for her to keep up the usual cheerful energy. His fault, probably. Or 
Lucien’s. Either way, it didn’t help the ingrained fear of repercussions. Forced though it 
might have been, the energetic joy from Jester was an odd counterpoint to the somber mood 
and silence of the rest of the Nein. 


When they finally did arrive at Caduceus's home, most of the pack scattered. In a matter of 
moments, Caleb and Lucien were left with only the Betas. Jester let out a long sigh before 
ruffling Luc’s hair, giving Caleb a gentle hug, and apologizing to all of them before heading 
off after where Beau and Yasha had gone. Veth gave a wordless hum of disapproval. Even 
Caduceus seemed frustrated, though he shook it off quickly before ushering the remaining of 
the group inside. 


The interior was just as warm and welcoming as the exterior; a small fire crackled merrily on 
the hearth and a kettle of water that had been left to hang above the low flames was just 
beginning to bubble and hiss. A large rug lay spread in front of the fireplace with two sitting 
chairs set alongside to face the flames. Bits of odds and ends lay scattered about, the clutter 
of a well lived in abode, and gave the place a homey feel to it. Altogether it was proof enough 
that someone was currently home. Sure enough, a few seconds after Caduceus had shut the 
door behind them, footsteps made their way closer and a Firbolg appeared at the open 
archway that led into a different room. 


The woman was older than Caduceus, though shockingly similar in appearance. Her hair was 
the same vibrant pink, cut short on the sides with an almost Mohawk of a braid trailing down 
the back. Her eyes lit up as she saw them, surprise and pleasure curling across her face as she 
smiled. 


"Caduceus? Welcome home my son." 


Caduceus let out a low odd noise, some mix between a chirp and a purr, as he stepped quickly 
forward to embrace his mother. 


It made Caleb miss and long for his own mother, even more than when he'd met the Ruby. He 
could all but see the tension in Caduceus melting away; a tension he hadn't entirely been 
aware was there at all until now. Caduceus hid his stress and worry well, pushing it aside to 
be a cornerstone of stability for the fractured pack. Something that should have been Caleb’s 
job, as their Omega. 


"The others are around somewhere." Caduceus said as he eventually pulled back. "They'll 
appear again once they've had a chance to calm down. It's... been a difficult past few days." 


"They'll have plenty of room. The rest of the family is escorting a young lady up north." The 
elder Clay said, eyes turning to the others still standing there. "You have made some new 
friends?" 


Caduceus smiled, shifting to make introductions. "You remember Veth, this is her husband 
and son. Luc and Yezza. This is Lucien, he's separate from Molly now. Molly will be 
somewhere around here too. And this is Caleb. This is my mother, Constance." 


Caleb dipped his head in greeting, offering what he hoped was appropriate difference due the 
cleric's family. She was, comfortingly, just as easy going and kindhearted as Caduceus. Beta, 
as Caduceus had assured him before, and not the type to treat him differently because he was 
Omega. Soft spoken and gentle, she returned the greetings and gladly agreed (after Caduceus 
gave a short explanation) that she and the rest of the family would be more than happy to let 
Luc and Yezza stay with them for as long as needed. They didn't have much in the way of 
spare rooms, but since most of the family were away at the moment, there were place enough 
for all to sleep. 


"We'll shuffle things around when they return." Was Constance’s assurance as she ushered 
Yezza and Luc into a room to get settled. 


Caduceus soon left them to it, apologizing to his mother lightly before heading outside. With 
just Constance, Caleb, and Lucien, the Tiefling took the opportunity to request his own space 
to stay. Constance mentioned a loft, beginning to lead the way. Caleb understood the request, 
a part of him wished he could ask the same, and for a moment he trailed along after the two. 


He stopped as they passed a room that smelled of Caduceus, faint and empty with neglect, 
but still kept for him alone. Caleb let the footsteps of Constance and Lucien fade before he 
stepped inside, moving to the center of the room before closing his eyes and just... relishing 
in the calm and quiet. Being here was... quite a handful of worries now able to be set aside. 


Lucien was relatively safe and in the company of one that all the Nein likely respected 
enough to keep their tempers in check. Luc was safe indoors with his father and mother 
settling into their semi-new home. And al/ the pack Alphas were far away from Caleb’s 
immediate vicinity. He sank down to sit on the rug, the sunlight spilling into the room and 
falling warmly on his shoulders. Caleb could imagine Caduceus had probably spent a lot of 
time meditating here, and he had to admit it was comfortable. Peaceful. Even for the brief 
few minutes it lasted, the calm was soothing to Caleb’s frayed nerves. 


Caleb flinched at a light tap at the door, beginning to stand nervously upon seeing Constance 
standing in the open doorway. Her smile was gentle as she shook her head, waving him back 


down. "Stay and rest dear, Caduceus won't mind you in his room. Lucien is up in the loft and 
I'll see if I can find any refreshments for all of you. Just rest, dear." 


Caleb only relaxed back once she’d left. He wasn’t one to meditate, had no deity that he 
followed or prayed to, but he closed his eyes once again to enjoy the silence. There was so 
much he needed to consider; Molly and Fjord, the rest of the pack and how they treated 
Lucien, Astrid’s safety if they managed to free her, Eodwulf’s as well. If they reacted this 
poorly to another Omega, would bringing Astrid and Eodwulf into the mix be any better? 
And did it even matter? 


The Nein could not possibly be any worse than Zeenoth. Despite his outburst with Fjord and 
Molly, he did know that to be true. If nothing else, they simply didn’t have the manpower to 
be any worse. So long as he did not earn Caduceus’s ire enough the cleric would withhold 
whatever magic would cure Eodwulf, then things would be alright. 


"You know, I did not intend to cause such division." Lucien's voice, quiet in an attempt not to 
startle, broke Caleb from his thoughts. Caleb still jumped, half lurching to his feet before 
realizing who it was and relaxing back down. 


The Tiefling stood leaning against the doorframe, watching the mage with an unreadable 
expression. "This isn't an apology. Because while this is a shit way to have it, and not at all 
what I'd wanted, I am still my own person now. I would do it again, if perhaps a bit more 
carefully." 


Caleb huffed, unsure whether to be amused or not. The situation between Lucien and Molly 
was not ideal and it was interesting to hear that, though unhappy with the outcome, Lucien 
didn’t regret it. Caleb shook his head, getting to his feet. "Understandable, I suppose, even if 
I do not agree with your methods." 


Lucien snorted, shifting in place a bit but not stepping into the room. "It is odd, being on this 
side of things. J don't consider any of you pack, no offense of course, but Molly does. Which, 
irritatingly, means so do I. And while I recognize that the feeling comes from him, I find it 
impossible to stifle an instinct to protect. I have felt it before, only different than this. This 
want to help, support, rather than seek out the problem and kill it." 


Caleb tilted his head, stepping back a little and offering wordless invitation. Lucien, it 
seemed, was... searching for advice. Though the Tiefling would probably call it a search for 
information rather than advice. 


"That is the underlying feeling, yes. I had always experienced it as aggression and control 
from an Alpha." Caleb agreed as Lucien stepped into the room. "Marius seemed to prefer 
show it through friendly banter and play, to lighten moods. Astrid was more... aggressive I 
suppose. Fierce and protective. I prefer help the pack be calm, comforted." 


"To each their own I suppose. Though I prefer the old instinct. I imagine none of those you 
mention would be easy, or possible, to really pull off when everyone hates you." Lucien 
snorted humorlessly. 


No, it would not be. Caleb well remembered the terror at thinking he would be trying to do so 
with the ire of this pack. Remembered the many other Alphas and owners whom he had tried 
and failed to placate, and the pain that had followed. At those that had delighted in pretending 
at rage just to make him fail at their game so they could pretend justification at hurting him. 


Having that instinct and being unable to follow it, for any reason, wouldn’t be very 
comfortable either. It wouldn’t be dangerous, not physically painful, but Caleb knew it would 
be distressing. He’d experienced that as well, the bone deep need to provide comfort that was 
denied simply for fact that Zeenoth had kept him from Astrid. It had been a staple of his 
method in training them, breaking them. 


"Caleb?" 


Caleb jumped, eyes focusing back on Lucien, on the present. The Tiefling was smiling thinly, 
head half tilted, voice gentler as he continued. "I didn't mean to scare you, love. Would you 
rather I leave?" 


Caleb shook his head, forcing his shoulders to relax. He did not belong to Zeenoth any 
longer, and soon neither would Astrid. "No, no, it- it is fine." 


Lucien grinned, letting the moment go easily as his tail curled in a lazy arch behind him. 
"Good, because I did come find you for a reason. I have a favor to ask. At some point, they, 
and you, are all going to discuss what is to be done with me. And since none of them would 
care to listen, I'm asking you. Convince them to leave me here." 


Lucien's way of asking was still more on the side of a demand, but Caleb certainly found it 
less threatening now that the other was an Omega like him. It was still an unexpected request, 
because Caleb would have thought Lucien would have wanted to leave. "You wish to stay 
here?" 


"I wish to not be dragged around by people that are one broken curse binding away from 
happily killing me." Lucien sighed, tone indicating very clearly that he thought Caleb’s 
question pointless and idiotic. "I wish to be very far away from the constant deluge of 
emotions from Mollymauk, far enough away that I can parse out what is me. Assuming that’s 
possible." 


Lucien stopped, taking in a breath, and letting it out slowly. He reached out, careful and with 
enough consideration that Caleb could have pulled back. Instead, the mage let Lucien take his 
hand, purple claws running gentle touch over his palm. "I do like you. For all that ship has 
sailed and sunk, I do. It could have been fun, would still be if you wanted to play. I’m not an 
Alpha anymore, don't have the tone anymore, or the physical aspects I presume, but if you 
wanted..." 


"For all their faults, they are trying." Caleb spoke into the short pause, answering the half- 
spoken offer. He was unsure if this was a genuine offer, but he answered it as such all the 
same. Lucien had been a familiar set of rules and expectations when the man was an Alpha, 
but that had not been (and still was not) Caleb’s preference. He did not like those rules, those 
games, and appreciated that Fjord and Molly had no interest in playing by them. "I would still 
choose them." 


"It would have been an interesting dynamic to explore." Lucien said with easy acceptance, 
letting Caleb pull back without any resistance. "In any case, all I ask is the option, the ability, 
to do the same. To choose where I want to be. I'll never be free with them." 


"Would this not be something you could ask them yourself?" Caleb asked, though he was 
certain he already knew the answer. 


"If I ask, they'll say no out of hand and drag me along whether I like it or not." Lucien 
snorted, moving past Caleb to inspect a vine of some plant that grew along the wooden 
bedpost. "If you ask, they'll say yes." 


"I doubt they would agree so quickly or easily." Caleb replied, shifting to follow the 
Tiefling’s movements. "I am sure their first question will be 'why'. As is mine." 


"Yes, why wouldn't | want to go to a city that will collar me the instant I set foot there." 
Lucien snipped, tail twitching lightly beside him as he turned to lean back against the bed 
frame with arms crossed. Petulant, moodier than usual, and Caleb couldn't quite pin the 
reasoning behind it. 


"But why here? You speak as if you would truly remain." Caleb pressed, dismissing the 
other's attempt to spark an argument. “You must know their first concern will be the 
possibility of you leaving.” 


Lucien scowled, not answering for a few moments. Caleb simply waited, resolved to get an 
answer before risking his own neck asking such a favor from the Alphas. Not, he reminded 
himself, that it would be a risk exactly. Laid out properly, a case could be made that would 
hopefully forestall any argument or anger on the subject. 


"I know enough about Omega biology to know I need a safe place to stay. I would rather stay 
here with a family of Betas who hold nothing against me and have no motive to cause harm." 
Lucien finally admitted. He growled, low and frustrated, casting a glance out the still open 
door. "I did all this to be free, yet here I am in chains of a different make. I would not be the 
slightest bit disappointed if after this they choose to find and kill that hag." 


Caleb followed Lucien's gaze, considering the man's point. Despite Lucien's attempt to hide 
his concerns and change the subject, Caleb got the sense that Lucien was (for the most part) 
being honest. Certainly, Caleb had needed an adjustment period after suddenly finding 
himself Omega after 18 years being Beta. He could not fault Lucien for needing the same, his 
change was a bit more dramatic after all. 


None knew how the hags magic would affect the new Omega, and Caleb felt a bit of pity 
towards Lucien for it. If the witch's sense of cruel irony was any indication, Caleb would 
guess things weren't going to be as straight forward for Lucien as it had been for him when it 
came to certain biological factors. Truthfully, it would probably be safest for Lucien to stay 
here, secluded in the woods with people who could be trusted. Traveling while dealing with a 
heat was unpleasant, to put it lightly, and would do nothing but invite danger. 


“T cannot promise anything, but I will speak to them.” Caleb finally said. 


“Good.” Lucien said, chuckling lightly. “Though I suppose ‘thanks’ is the word I’m supposed 
to use.” 


Caleb didn’t call him out on the too obvious relief, just watched in silence as the Tiefling 
turned to sashay out with an almost insolent wave of his hand. Caleb swallowed a sigh and 
followed him, tailing after the man only long enough to see him turn and head up into 
(presumably) the loft he’d been given. 


He could see why the Nein disliked Lucien. The bloodhunter was demanding, entitled, and 
hid his motives no matter how straightforward and harmless they were. Not... secretive, 
precisely, just... it was as if Lucien delighted in making sure no one knew what his next 
move would be. Unpredictable. Despite that, Caleb liked him to a certain extent. Lucien 
reminded him of Astrid, always pushing boundaries and limits, though she was far less of an 
ass about it. 


Caleb didn’t ever see himself befriending Lucien, not really. But a part of him couldn’t help 
but respect the man, especially seeing him be so... himself, even after turning Omega. When 
he thought about it objectively, Caleb knew that he hadn’t changed much after presenting. It 
had only been after training, years and years of being forced and molded, that he’d so 
fundamentally been changed. 


Perhaps not so completely as he’d originally thought, Caleb supposed to himself as he moved 
slowly back through the house towards the front door. He still felt fear, a cold dread that 
slowed his steps, at the thought of asking such a favor from the Alphas. Yet even as part of 
him waited for the other shoe to drop, for it to be finally one step too far, he had still made his 
mind up to ask. 


There was no one in the living room when he entered. The kettle was gone from the hearth 
and Caleb could catch a faint sound of conversation from the other open archway of the 
kitchen. The faint scent of electricity and rain signified that Yasha, at least, had found her 
way inside. Caleb headed outside, closing the door behind him and walking in a slow arch 
around the home. He wasn’t entirely sure where to begin looking for Fjord, nor was he sure 
how to begin the conversation once he found the pack leader. 


Pack Bonds Pt 1 


Fjord sighed, sinking down to sit cross legged in front of the still waters of the sacred spring. 
He had attempted to follow Molly when the Tiefling had slipped away, but had somehow lost 
track of him anyway. And maybe that was just what the Wildmother wanted, because she’d 
been silent when he’d tried reaching out and asking for her help finding Mollymauk. He 
didn’t need to be bonded with Molly to know the strain he was feeling, it was all over his 
love’s face. 


And it wasn’t just Molly, but a// of them. 


A pack bond wasn’t easy to break. It was forged through shared experience and fellowship 
just as much as by the focal bite of an Alpha. It was threads that had been woven together 
over time that they’d just anchored in Fjord as the ‘official’ pack leader. They were still a 
pack, still all loved each other, but Fjord could feel the very real and heavy strain on each and 
every one of them. 


To say nothing of the hole he s¢i// felt as not having Caleb be a part of it. 


He wanted to give the mage a choice, damn well would even if it killed him, but... he missed 
him. He missed Caleb even though the Omega was still with them. It was shocking to how 
quickly he’d gotten used to the Omega being part of the pack, and the last few weeks of that 
absence was... stressful to say the least. 


What they needed, Fjord realized with a sudden clarity, was just to have some time together. 
To just rest and reaffirm their sense of selves. Otherwise, they were headed to an explosion. 
That really came in two forms: someone taking a big risk and nearly dying or them fighting 
amongst themselves. Both were unpleasant, and both would likely end up deadly considering 
who they were about to attempt to take on. It had happened when Molly had become Lucien. 
It had happened when Beau had joined them. It had happened time and time again during the 
war and they’d been fortunate enough to not lose any of the pack permanently. 


Caleb had stopped that sort of thing once, when Molly had wanted to kill the king’s 
emissaries. It was ironic, really, that Caleb had so quickly fulfilled the exact reason that 
Dwendal had wanted the Mighty Nein to have an Omega. And here was Fjord, feeling like 
complete trash for wishing the Omega would do the same thing again now. 


“Alpha?” 


Fjord looked up to see the man in question standing hesitantly a few meters away. He 
attempted a smile, heart twisting with guilt and sorrow at the uncertainty on Caleb’s face. 
Fjord stayed sitting down, he’d done enough to frighten the Omega recently and he wouldn’t 
risk doing it again. He wasn’t sure he could take it himself. “Caleb, I apologize. I was lost in 
thought. Are you alright? Do you need something?” 


“Ah, I had... wanted to- to speak with you?” Caleb requested hesitantly. “I- I apologize, for 
interrupting.” 


“Youre not interrupting.” Fjord assured, scooting over slightly, and holding out a hand. 
“Would you like to sit with me?” 


Caleb hesitated though soon walked closer, sinking slowly down beside Fjord. He was 
shaking slightly, fear hanging around him as he tilted his head to bare his throat in 
submission, gaze very carefully averted. Fjord knew he should accept, should play to the 
instinct Caleb was following and let the Omega know he wasn’t angry. Wasn’t upset. 


“May I scent you, Caleb?” Fjord asked, knowing it was probably selfish of him. Caleb was 
already afraid. Fjord didn’t know why, other than it being a result of his own general 
behavior these past few weeks. He wanted to make up for that, to reassure the man that he 
was safe. That he was pack, that he belonged. 


Rather than more fear, however, Caleb looked surprised as he glanced up to meet Fjord’s 
gaze. Nervous, but not terrified, and best of all agreeing. Fjord purred when Caleb nodded his 
ascent, scooting closer himself rather than pull the mage to him. He truly wished this would 
be as reassuring to the mage as it would be for him. It felt beyond reason to hope for that, 
but... he still wished. 


Fjord reached to cup Caleb’s jaw as he leaned forward, breathing in the Omega’s scent as he 
brushed their cheeks together. It was so much like their first meeting. Initially, Fjord caught 
only the scent of fear, overpowering the soothing scent of Omega. This time, instead of a 

silent flinch back from him, Caleb stayed still and only whined a low note of uncertain fear. 


“T won’t hurt you. I promise.” Fjord was quick to reassure him gently, leaning down a little 
further to breathe in the wizard’s scent of dusty tomes and cinders. He repeated the assurance 
as he trailed his fingers down Caleb’s cheek and neck, back up through the Omega’s hair, 
trying to get his scent over the man with what little skin contact was available. He could feel 
the man’s rapid pulse, the tight swallow of fear, the steady tremble of his hand. Whatever 
Caleb had come expecting, it hadn’t been this, and Fjord’s heart twisted even as he tried all 
the harder to push as much calm and safety into his own scent and purr to comfort the mage. 


It was a relief when Caleb curled into him, reciprocating in kind even if he were still very 
hesitant about his motions. Fjord closed his eyes, leaning his forehead against Caleb’s 
shoulder as he finally, finally, felt a sense of calm. Caleb was in his arms, carried his scent, 
and (best of all) was not afraid. 


“Alpha...” Caleb began, and Fjord was too lazily content to be quick enough to stop the 
instinctive growl of displeasure. Thankfully, Caleb only cocked his head in consideration 
before speaking again. “Fjord?” 


Fjord lifted his head to look at Caleb, feeling almost high from the heady scent of Omega. 
“Yes, sorry, I-“ 


He stopped short as Caleb began to shake his head, heart skipping as the man stopped 
midmotion to tilt his head in utterly adorable confusion. Fjord could only imagine what his 
scent was doing right now, but at least he wasn’t scaring the mage. 


“I’m sorry, Caleb. You wanted to speak with me, and I’ve distracted you.” Fjord apologized. 


Caleb didn’t respond immediately, was quiet for a few minutes. Not that Fjord was about to 
complain, not when Caleb stayed willingly in his arms, even leaning back against him 
comfortably. When the Omega finally did speak, it wasn’t any kind of topic or question that 
Fjord had been expecting. 


"What did it feel like to you? Ah, when- when the bond broke the first time? At- the 
Chateau." Caleb asked carefully. 


Fjord frowned, ashamed and guilty as he held Caleb a little closer. It was still a sore point, 
thinking about that. Piss poor Alpha he was, not knowing one of his pack had been hurt, the 
bond broken away. "I... I didn't notice, at first. Not until I tried to feel it looking for you." 


"Then it didn't feel good?" 


The question stunned Fjord for a moment. What the hell? He'd seen how painful it had been 
for Caleb, so why... Except... except if he paid attention, if Fjord just looked past his own 
worries and concerns for once, he could see it. The many many faint, but unmistakable, signs 
of scarring. Of bonds made and broken numerous enough times that Caleb's throat and even 
shoulders were littered with the faded remnants. 


"No. It didn’t feel like anything." Fjord answered slowly, quietly, as he brushed a gentle hand 
across where his and Lucien's mark had been. The only ones, it seemed, that had been so 
completely removed that there wasn't even a shadow of it left. "When the hag, and with Beau, 
is that... how it always feels to you?" 


Fjord whined a high note of distress when Caleb nodded, doing his best to curl closer around 
the mage as if he could protect him from the past. It had been unbearably painful, Fjord 
couldn’t imagine going through that multiple times. Caleb tilted his head up, nuzzling at 
Fjord's throat, and the effect was instantly soothing. 


"I... had one Alpha who once bonded me five times in one day." Caleb admitted, taking in a 
shuddered breath. "It was a game to him. I wondered what- ah, what it felt like on the other 
side." 


Fjord didn't think rage was a good enough word for what he was currently feeling. No 
wonder Caleb had been afraid each time they'd bonded him. Fjord had just thought it fear of 
them, but really, he'd likely just been worried it had been nothing more than them just... 
playing with him. Torturing him with something so sacred and personal. It had been absolute 
agony when Beau had nearly broken it at that island, he been all the worse when Lucien's 
deal with the hag had burned it away completely. And Caleb... had gone through that so many 
fucking times. 


A game. He’d accused them of mind games, how many other things had he mistrusted thanks 
to past abuses. Fjord cut off the low growl that had been building, worry and guilt flashing 
through him as Caleb shifted. The Omega only moved far enough to be able to put his arms 
around Fjord's neck, purring a low note as he scented the Alpha carefully. 


"I would never do that to you." Fjord choked out, anger turning suddenly to a desperate need 
for Caleb to know he was safe. If the Omega even could, because hadn't Fjord done the same 


thing? Forced him into a bond just to please the King? It didn't matter that it had been the 
only way to keep the Nein safe, keep Caleb safe, he'd still forced the man. "If you never want 
another bond again, I'd- I'd still care for you. You would still be pack, gods, I'm so sorry I-" 


Fjord's words and spiraling thoughts were cut short at Caleb pressed forward to silence him 
with a kiss. Thoughts and worry bled away to, shifting into pleased shock, an electric thrill 
snaking through the warlock as Caleb pulled away only slightly. He could feel the Omega's 
breath across his own lips, could taste him. 


"It is not as if I have a choice." Caleb said softly. "I know at least you will not make it hurt on 
purpose." 


"Never. Never, but Caleb, if you don't-" Fjord broke off, leaning his head against Caleb's. 
"You do have a choice, I won't-" 


When Caleb purred, it was with a note of affection, the scent of it filtering through his scent 
as well. It was the first time Fjord had ever pick up a hint of that on the man and it made his 
chest tight with hope. "I know that you would not. And that... means a great deal to me, thank 
you. And I am sorry, because when the time comes I will likely be afraid again, and you do 
not deserve that. But right now, I do not have a choice." 


"You- Caleb, that-" Fjord was stopped again, and he definitely didn't mind Caleb's current 
choice of how to shut him up, as the mage closed the distance to kiss him again. Gentler, the 
barest hint of a touch, but his scent was so soft and sweet that it derailed the worry building 
in Fjord. 


"If we are in the capital for any length of time, and I do not think this will be a quick trip, I 
would feel safer if I were- were yours." Caleb said, the hint of amusement on his face sliding 
into uncertainty. "And I have made my choice. Would, I think, even ask for it one day. So, it 
is little difference to do it now." 


Fjord still wasn't certain about the Omega's point about timing, but currently he could only 
focus on one thing. That Caleb said he had already made his choice. And he was here, was 
almost agreeing, so did that mean...? 


"And Molly?" Fjord asked, knowing how much his mate loved Caleb. They'd both respect it 
if Caleb said no, but- 


"Yes. He is- he is sweet, kind, even struggling with what had been done to him. If he would 
still have me, I would... like that.” Caleb answered, a brief smile crossing his face. He shrank 
in on himself a moment later, looking away as he continued. “And, ah, I think... it would be 
easier if... if when we left for Rexxentrum, it would be easier if you would allow Lucien to 
stay here?" 


Fjord had to stifle the immediate denial that welled up in him. It wouldn’t be fair, especially 
as it was Caleb who was asking. And, if he really thought about it, Fjord was both in favor of 
and defensively against that suggestion. It would do them all good to be away from Lucien, 
and by that mainly himself and Molly. Beau didn't like Lucien either, though was doing much 
better at coping with his constant presence that Fjord was. Everyone else seemed fine with 


the new addition to a point but having almost every Alpha on edge was not pleasant for 
anyone involved. 


Yet Fjord very much disliked the idea of Lucien out of sight. He had stolen Caleb, nearly 
gotten Molly killed, and while Fjord would gladly never lay eyes on him again, the fact that 
Lucien and Molly were still connected was... distressing. If Lucien went off and got hurt, or 
killed, then Fjord would lose Molly. 


"H-he sounded as if he would truly stay here." Caleb said shakily, and Fjord had to force 
himself to relax. He hated having scared Caleb, even a little. The mage hadn’t pulled away 
completely yet, but he wasn’t curled as tightly close anymore. 


"You spoke to him?" 


And Caleb flinched at the question, one arm curling across his stomach as he replied. "I- I 
did. He- he did not do anything, or- or threaten me, or-" 


"It's okay." Fjord interrupted, scenting Caleb again gently. "I won't hurt him. I promised, 
didn't I?" 


Caleb nodded, relaxing a little, so Fjord ventured another question. "He asked to stay?" 


Caleb huffed a nervous laugh. "In his own way, ja. Told me to convince you to leave him 
here. And it would be safer, for everyone." 


Caleb was right, of course. And really, the only concern Fjord had was leaving Lucien and 
the man actually staying. "And you don't think he'd take off first chance? You really think he 
would stay?" 


"For a while, yes. Traveling while Omega is dangerous enough. Doing so while not knowing 
the extent of the changes, or the timing and, ah.... nature of- of a heat." Caleb flushed red, 
nervous anxiety rising from him again. "It is... n-not pleasant. Experiencing that on the road. 
Watching it..." 


"We've really fucked this up, haven't we?" 


Both of them jumped hearing the monk’s sudden voice, Caleb having to grab hold of Fjord to 
keep him from falling into the pool of water next to them. She looked entirely unrepentant for 
having startled them, eyes on Caleb as she continued. "We wouldn't let him be hurt, you 
know. We'd guard him same as you if he did go into heat on the road. Or even in 
Rexxentrum." 


It hadn't occurred to Fjord that Caleb might think they wouldn't. She was right, they were 
completely screwing this up. One thing after another, enough it was a wonder Caleb had 
come find him today at all. He certainly felt he deserved the Omega's distrust with how he’d 
acted recently. 


“That is...reassuring.” Caleb said slowly, not sounding reassured in the slightest. “However, 
there are... other reasons why- why it would be more beneficial for him to remain here.” 


Beau looked back at the house, shrugging. "Not gonna hear any arguments from me. I only 
came to tell you everyone's inside. Constance made tea and some food. And there's the hot 
springs for after. I know we need to discuss things, but Jes wants to just chill. And she's got a 
point, you two certainly look better for a few moments rest." 


Fjord swallowed a sigh as he dropped his arms from around Caleb. Beau was correct, he did 
feel better. Even if guilt was eating away at him again. Simply spending time in peace with 
Caleb had helped. He had no right to feel disappointed as Caleb stood up, nor pleased when 
the Omega took his hand to help him to his feet. Fjord was equally delighted and surprised 
when Caleb linked their fingers, holding on even as the mage approached Beau to brush 
shoulders with the monk. 


"Jester has very good ideas." Caleb said, offering a hesitant and tentative smile. A peace 
offering. 


Beau grunted agreement, bumping him in gentle affection as she fell in beside them to head 
back. 


It was not... how Caleb had expected this conversation to end. Nor had it really gone 
completely according to his plan either. He hadn’t come in meaning to ask Fjord about the 
breaking of a bond, it had just... happened. He’d been looking for a way to bring up Lucien 
remaining, and their destination being Rexxentrum was worrying enough as it stood. And he 
was unclaimed currently, but he knew he couldn’t go back to the city that way. 


The question had just come out when Fjord asked, but Caleb was... a little relieved. Both by 
Fjord’s response to what he’d shared, and by Fjord and Beau having listened to his request 
from Lucien. They hadn’t just shot it down off hand because of who it came from. Fjord was 
just as committed to giving him a choice about bonding him as before, even hearing from 
Caleb’s own mouth that there wasn’t a choice at all. 


Not that it mattered, because... Caleb had made his choice. 


He liked them. Fjord and Molly. Their gentleness, playfulness. Times were difficult right 
now, but... that personality was still there. And they were honest and good people, all told. 
And, truthfully, he did enjoy kissing them. He’d meant it to placate Fjord, at first, though had 
found it to be pleasant. 


Caleb hesitated as they approached the door, coming to a stop. Both Alpha's were 
immediately on alert, stopping in place beside him. He hated how his heart raced, hand 
trembling even as he tightened his grip on Fjord. He knew Beau's thoughts on this, knew 
Fjord's, but it was a larger step entirely to voluntarily give a name unprompted. Yet he was 
going to trust them with Astrid. With Eodwulf. 


He may as well start with trusting them with this. 


"Deter McGinneas." Caleb whispered shakily, meeting Beau's gaze briefly before looking 
away. He shrank closer to Fjord, free hand coming up to cover his neck. 


He was a little surprised when Beau didn't ask for clarification, only fished out her book to jot 
down the name with a grim nod. Fjord growled, probably meant to be a purr, but even so 
Caleb found the Alpha's anger assuring rather than anything else. And... that was it. They 
accepted it, asked no clarification or justification. 


“Come on.” Beau said as she tucked the notebook away and pushed open the door. 
“Caduceus was saying something about dead person tea, and I’m sure as hell not gonna be 
the only one to suffer through drinking it.” 


Pack Bonds Pt 2 


The fire was soothing. It burned just a little too hot for Molly to be sitting so close, but he 
didn’t care. He had forgone the furniture, there were only two sitting chairs, and he had no 
desire to claim one. On the floor in front of the hearth was better. It was easy to dream and 
wish for Fjord and Caleb to be with him, all three of them curled comfortable together. 


Molly looked away from the dancing flames as a weight settled next to him, finding Jester 
close by his side. He looked away again, back to the fire that was honestly too close and a 
little painful even for him. Any closer and he’d be damned near sitting in the flames. Not that 
he deserved any less. 


"It's okay to be upset. To be sad or angry, or even to sulk. We understand, and we'll be here 
for you while you're upset and angry. And we'll help you in any way that we can." Jester said 
softly, looking down at her own hands. "But you know.. we miss you. You being playful and 
carefree, you and Beau trading insults. You’re worried about what the hag did. But we know 
you won't hurt us, or him. You can be yourself, you know.” 


“And what right do I have to be happy?” Molly asked miserably, truly wondering. What right 
did he have? He’d been getting used to keeping control of himself over the last few days. 
That raging instinct inside was much like Lucien’s presence had been, there and waiting even 
if it didn’t fight for control as often as that bastard. It hadn’t gotten worse this past day, but it 
hadn’t gotten better either. He really... hated the idea of having to live like this forever, 
always on guard against himself. 


“The same as anyone else.” Jester answered easily. “Beau’s done a lot of stuff in the past 
before, but you don’t hold it against her and say she shouldn’t be happy, right?” 


“That was a long time ago, years, not just last week.” Molly countered. “Not today, or 
possibly tomorrow. Or any other day that I slip up.” 


Jester just leaned forward, looking up at him with a gentle expression. “It was only a few 
weeks ago she fought Caleb. Hurt him. And then Yasha, on that island. And all of us messed 
up with Caleb those few days on the ship. None of us hate each other for it. None of us held it 
against you when Lucien used to show up and be mean, and this isn’t any different.” 


Jester stood up, dusting her skirt off and continuing without letting him have a chance to 
speak. “We all love you very much, especially Fjord and I think Caleb too. Just maybe we 
don’t know how to deal with you being unhappy and sad. So if you need something, tell us, 
because we want to help, okay?” 


Molly could only stare as Jester walked away, the earnest seriousness on the cleric’s face 
morphing to energetic joy as she near pounced on Beau who was walking into the room. She 
was more insightful than people gave her credit for, hidden under the childish humor and 
pranks. Looking at her pouting while Beau scolded her for nearly making her spill the tray of 
tea, you’d never guess she’d just pointed out and countered every single doubt Molly had 
been dwelling on. 


Fjord was right behind the monk, Caduceus next, and Molly looked back at the fire before he 
could see Caleb. He knew the Omega was right behind them. Jester and Beau were noisy 
getting settled; the monk loudly bemoaning drinking the remains of ‘some ancient dead 
geezer’, while Jester teased her into doing it anyway. Caduceus’s amused chuckles and quiet 
dropped facts about the person in question was met with exaggerated objections from Beau. 


Molly sighed as Fjord sat next to him, immediately switching to sit on the other side of the 
warlock before dragging him a little further from the fireplace. Jester was right, and he could 
feel the worry from Fjord, and even if Molly didn’t feel like being himself just yet, he might 
as well pretend to make them happy. 


“You've been having a good time without me.” Molly teased, or tried anyway. He was a little 
jealous, but also very relieved, to scent Caleb so thoroughly on his mate. They smelled great 
together, they fit, and it had been far too long since they’d had the chance to just be close. 


“It’s always better with you there.” Fjord whispered warmly, leaning in to kiss him briefly. 
“You are still my heart.” 


The words were a comfort, and so was the low possessive growl Fjord let out when Molly 
kissed him back. He leaned on the warlock, taking comfort in the closeness, even the 
suppressed rage of instinct soothed by the scent of Omega still clinging to Fjord. 


“Molly?” 


Molly pulled away from Fjord slightly, half looking over at Caleb who was now standing 
beside them. He held a cup in his hands, a soft floral scent wafting from the steaming 
beverage. Caleb looked so graceful as he sank down to the floor beside them, beside Molly. 
He wasn’t touching, but was settled close enough it made Molly’s heart race. 


“T... chose this one for you. It’s quite good.” Caleb said gently, eyes on the cup of tea he 
offered. “On... on the ship, Caduceus shared it with me often. You cannot even tell what the 
leaves grew from.” 


Nervous, anxious, and who could blame him? Not Molly, certainly. He accepted the cup, he’d 
accept anything if it made Caleb happy, lifting it to his lips but not drinking just yet. It did 
have a nice scent, he’d give Caleb that much. Gentle and smooth, with a hint of sharpness 
underneath. It was probably meant to be calming, but the only thing Molly could focus on 
was the continued anxiety coming from Caleb. 


“You don’t have to sit with me if you don’t want to.” Molly blurted, not looking over at the 
mage. If he did, he’d be selfish again. He’d reach out and hold Caleb. He smelled like calm, 
sweet and gentle, and like Fjord. It was nearly irresistible already. That was probably exactly 
what Caleb was nervous about. 


“And- and if I wanted to? Would you, ah, allow it?” Caleb asked lightly. That... was not at all 
what Molly had expected to hear. He glanced over, surprised to find the Omega was faintly 
pink with a blush as he continued. “I spoke with Fjord, earlier, and... ah, I wanted to- to 
speak with you. To say in- in my own words.” 


Worry and guilt tightened in Molly’s stomach, fear. It would make so much sense for Caleb 
to say he didn’t want Molly. That he felt safer with Fjord. That he only wanted Fjord. The 
warlock was such a good man, he deserved so much, and Molly wouldn’t fault him or hold it 
against him if he had Caleb as his own. He knew Fjord would still love him, as he would still 
love Fjord. They both loved Caleb, and they all worked well together (or had before) and 
Molly didn’t want to Jose that. 


Fjord leaned in closer, purring a short comfort as he took the untouched cup of tea. Wise, 
because Molly was almost numb with a fear that Caleb was going to say he didn’t want him. 
That he was afraid of him, that Molly was too dangerous and unpredictable. 


When Caleb looked up at him everyone else might as well not have existed for all that Molly 
paid any attention to them. Caleb met his gaze evenly, calmly, his eyes blue and... and 
trusting. 


“T chose the two of you. Even if... I am not-. ... Being bonded still scares me, but I think one 
day I would want it. And being in Rexxentrum, I would prefer belonging to you. In a way 
they will recognize, I mean.” Caleb explained, a little haltingly at first, but no less sincere. 


“Nothing has changed between you and I.” Fjord assured Molly, nuzzling his neck 
affectionately. “And with Caleb, we’ll go at his pace. Everyone agrees, everyone consents.” 


“Yes.” Caleb agreed, shoulders tensing slightly. “If... you still want me.” 


“Of course I do, I never stopped.” Molly said hurriedly, only just keeping from reaching out. 
“T didn’t mean to make you think that I didn’t, gods, I was sure you wouldn’t want anything 
to do with me.” 


Molly stopped as Caleb purred, rapid pulse slowing when the Omega leaned in to scent him. 
“T, ah, I do. And I would- if we could redo the bond like it was, with both. I d-don’t want to 
do it today, not... not now. I just... just...” 


Fjord nudged him and Molly finally moved to gather Caleb close. He ran his hands through 
Caleb’s hair, across his cheek, down his arm. This didn’t fix things, not completely, but it 
made the tight ache in Molly’s chest hurt less. Caleb wanted him. 


Caleb was a little hesitant returning the gesture, hand near agonizingly slow carding through 
Molly’s hair. He wasn’t about to push, just followed willingly as Caleb drew him closer. 
Molly expected Caleb to scent him, or let him do it same as so many other times, but was 
delightfully surprised when the Omega kissed him instead. Soft and gentle, brushing his 
cheek to Molly’s before kissing him once more. 


Molly swallowed a whine, clinging to Caleb. He did not deserve this man, not in the slightest, 
yet somehow he seemed to be getting him anyway. Fjord began to stand, pausing only long 
enough to kiss them both. “Take your time, but come join the rest of us when you’re ready?” 


“Ja.” Caleb agreed, moving more fully into Molly’s arms and sitting with his back to the 
Tiefling. Molly purred, happily wrapping his arms around Caleb. His. Theirs. Their Omega, 


willingly. He loved how Caleb leaned back against him, head tilting back against his 
shoulder. 


So did that instinct inside, though he shoved that feeling away. He could feel the slight 
increase of tension in Caleb and he could only admire the courage the Omega showed. 
Strong, kind, smart. Molly could only respect the man, so he avoided the vulnerability all 
together. He turned his attention to the rest of the pack instead, finding Jester and Yasha 
wrapped around each other just as much as he and Caleb. Beau was close by them, on hand 
linked with Jester’s as she debated the morality of ‘dead person tea’ with Caduceus. 


Fjord was near them, smiling and chuckling little points here and there. It struck Molly that 
this... was the first time in far too long he’d seen the warlock smile. A real smile, not one 
borne of relief. 


“Do you want to go join them?” Caleb asked, words muttered softly against Molly’s throat. 


That would honestly probably be for the best. Molly could sit there with Caleb all evening 
and through the night and not want to move. He’d hold the mage forever, if he’d let him. 


“Yeah.” Molly answered instead, helping Caleb to his feet before following. Caleb held his 
hand, leading him over to where the others were all gathered together. The chairs had been 
pushed to the far sides of the room, leaving more space in front of the hearth. At some point, 
one of them had found a handful of pillows and blankets. Not enough for everyone to have 
their own, but enough to push together so they could all be moderately comfortable. Their 
bedrolls and supplies from travel filled out the rest. 


aaa 


"Do you know who he is?" 


Beau tilted her head back to look up at Fjord, lifting an eyebrow in silent question. The past 
few hours had been... really relaxing actually. They’d done exactly as Jester had wanted, had 
just chilled. Even Molly looked more relaxed, which was a huge relief. Their scents all 
mingled again, no one was arguing, and teasing insults were just that again. Teasing. 


"That McGinneas person Caleb mentioned." Fjord clarified quietly, careful to not wake those 
that were sleeping. 


Beauregard sat up carefully, glancing down at Caleb sprawled asleep across Fjord and Molly. 
The mage was at ease, finally, and that was definitely the main reason the evening had gone 
so well. The whole pack was tangled together, even Caduceus having settled close enough to 
be in easy reach of everyone. There probably wouldn't be a better time to discuss a topic like 
this. 


"Yeah. Pretty sure he's the governing Starosta of Deostok. Zeenoth's got dealings with the 
family actually running that city. I've heard enough to know McGinneas is a figurehead." 


Beau leaned forward, propping her arms on her knees as she looked over at Caduceus. "I 
know you’re not one for revenge, but it's not right to just let these bastards keep walking 


around. Keep doing what they did to him." 


She ground her teeth, reaching out to stroke a hand over Caleb's shoulder. "Dairon- Diaron 
used to say there was a time when the Soul rooted out stuff like that. People like that. I didn’t 
really believe it, and then after..." 


She missed her mentor, missed Dairon's advice. The only thing she didn't miss was the 
disappointment she was sure Dairon would feel if she saw her now. A prime product of 
Zeenoth's training. Beau had been his long before Dairon had died, had been too young and 
stupid to see the difference in morality between the two. She'd gone with Zeenoth, only later 
being unable to leave. After Dairon had died... it had been all Beau could do just to survive. 


"She'd be so fucking disappointed." Beau scoffed. "It's not the same, but if I could make it 
right, just a little, for him. Then maybe..." 


"She wouldn't be disappointed in you for surviving." Caduceus said softly, shifting just a bit 
so he could lean against her other side. "You did more than that. You survived, and you grew. 
You know what Zeenoth wanted you to be, and you chose differently." 


"It would not just be for him." Yasha added, head pillowed in Beau's lap. "Cruelty does not 
end because a victim got away. There 1s always another." 


Jester hummed agreement from where she lay using Yasha's stomach as a pillow, the cleric's 
legs laying overtop Caleb's. She was half asleep, just conscious enough to be following the 
conversation. 


Veth was beside Jester, the halfling shifting to peer over Jester’s form to look at Beau. "Is that 
the only one he's mentioned?" 


"No. He asked me about a monk, Mako, but I don't know him." Beau replied, still marveling 
at how calm everyone was despite the subject. But Caleb was here, safe, content, and that 
filtered out to all of them. Even her, it seemed. "He'll be the one to watch for, because he'll be 
in Rexxentrum. And much as I'd like to get in and right the hell out... we're probably gonna 
be there for a couple days." 


“Caleb said the same.” Fjord sighed lightly. "And both of you are right about that. We'll be 
expected to pay our respects, report in on the mission we were given. It came from the king 
first, after all. Not Zeenoth." 


"Even if he did use it to his own ends anyway." Beau snorted. 


"Right." Fjord agreed, lips twitching in a smile. "And we can put meeting him off until we 
have things in place, since Dwendal comes first. Even Zeenoth wouldn't challenge that." 


"He'll have his own schedule anyway, so I doubt we'd be able to get a face to face right 
away." Beau admitted, scooting carefully so that she could lay curled close up against Yasha. 
"Plenty of time to go place nice with the crown first." 


"Will we need to bring Caleb with us?" Molly asked tightly. 


A tense silence fell over them, the answer a very obvious 'yes'. Caleb had, after all, been a 
gift from the King. He would expect thanks, at a minimum. It would be an insult to leave that 
gift behind when being summoned for an audience. 


"He'll know what to do. What we need to do." Jester said sleepily, rolling over and reach to 
wrap her arm over Yasha’s torso. "And he knows we won't hurt him or give him away or 
anything.... right?" 


"He knows." Fjord assured lowly, fingers running carefully though the Omega's hair. 


"Should it just be you again? Bonding him, I mean." Molly asked, eyes still closed as he near 
clung to the sleeping wizard. 


"No.” Fjord replied quickly. He leaned over, kissing Molly’s head affectionately. “He wants 
you too, Mols, remember. And from what he's said of... others. I don't think they care so long 
as we keep him." 


Beau nodded agreement. "Zeenoth said the whole thing was just a way to try and bring us all 
to heel anyway. So honestly, Dwendal will probably be pleased to see two of you had bonded 
him. But you might wanna hold off on him doing it back. Or make sure the mark is hidden." 


"We're going to have to set some guidelines." Molly added, tail flicking to curl over both 
Jester and Caleb's legs as he lifted his head to look around at them. "Back when we did that 
thing with the Archduke, I asked him, I mean... act or not I didn't want to hurt him, and he 
asked to keep his clothes. If that's the kind of-" 


Molly broke off, ducking his head again to take in Caleb's scent. 


"So, follow his lead, but don't let him hurt himself trying to sell the story." Beau summarized, 
getting an almost simultaneous sigh from the rest of them. That wasn’t going to be easy. 
Caleb was about as self-sacrificing as they came. The issue with the Archduke was a prime 
example, as Molly had all but pointed out. And this was a mission to go rescue Astrid, so 
Beau didn’t think there even was a limit to what Caleb would put himself through to make 
sure they succeeded. 


“When do we want to leave?” Veth asked. 


“Tomorrow maybe?” Beau suggested, glancing over at Fjord and Molly. “Or maybe day after, 
give you three time?” 


“Perhaps he would let us scent him, after.”” Caduceus mused. “It might help things.” 


“Only if you will all let me sleep.” Caleb grumbled in complaint, shifting to bury his face 
into Molly’s chest. 


Beau snorted amusement, clearly hearing the light purr rising from Caleb when Molly curled 
him close. It was nice to hear him make demands, even as a joke. Especially if he could do 
that and still feel comfortable enough to purr. She couldn’t catch his scent to tell, but the 


slight smile on Molly’s face meant that the Omega was probably feeling happy to some 
extent. 


Fjord chuckled, shifting to lay alongside Caleb. “Go to sleep then, we’ll figure it out 
tomorrow.” 


Research (Pt 1) 


Chapter Notes 


AKA: The chapter(s) with a crap ton of conversations. 


What?? You mean they do real communication?? 
Yup. 


Fjord could wake up like this every morning for the rest of his life and be perfectly content. 
The warm soft scent of a content Omega, Caleb’s special blend of fire and dusty books, 
mingling with the smoke and cinders that was Molly’s deeper scent. Caleb was centered 
between them, safe. Molly was at ease, tail draped across the mage and Fjord both as he pet a 
soft hand down the Omega’s cheek. 


“Tt’s nice to know he’s agreeing this time.” Molly whispered softly. 


Fjord hummed a soft agreement. It was no surprise the topic was on Molly’s mind; it hadn’t 
left his own since Caleb had said he wanted to be with them. He’d not thought about consent 
the first time, none of them had. Except maybe Beau, but he could see why she’d said 
nothing. They hadn’t had a choice in taking Caleb, not when it was Dwendal the one giving 
them the Omega, and maybe that was why none had brought it up and had assumed Caleb’s 
agreement. Still, despite the circumstances, Fjord didn’t regret it. Oh, he regretted how afraid 
Caleb had been, still felt bad about how... terrified Caleb had been for so long. Yet despite all 
that, Caleb was here wanting to stay with them. It was amazing how strong this man was. 


“We will have one problem, though.” Molly continued, red eyes flicking away from Caleb to 
meet Fjord’s gaze. He hesitated for a moment, expression twisting in distaste briefly. “Lucien 
might know how to make two bonds stick on one Omega at once, but I don’t. Somehow, I 
doubt he’ll be so cooperative this time.” 


Fjord reached over to tuck a lock of Molly’s hair back. “I think he might be more cooperative 
than you think.” 


Molly still growled, thought the sound died quickly when Caleb flinched in his sleep. The 
Omega’s heart rate was rising, still even but quick, and Fjord would guess it was the makings 
of another nightmare. The man had experienced them in increasing frequency of late. 
Thankfully, Caleb settled easily enough back into a peaceful slumber, the mage even turning 
and curling into Molly. 


Fjord smiled as Molly wrapped his arms around the mage, the Tiefling purring a low pleased 
note. It wouldn’t be easy, Fjord knew that. With Caleb’s past and who they would need to be 
dealing with, none of them thought things would be easy. But Fjord would go through hell 


and back if it meant keeping Caleb with them, keeping him safe. As long as he wanted to be 
with them, anyway. 


“Tll talk to Lucien.” Fjord promised, shifting closer and kissing Molly’s temple gently. “If he 
doesn’t cooperate... well.... We'll figure something out. Someone somewhere must know 
how to do it too.” 


“We don’t have time for that.” Molly reminded him, soft smile turning into a frown. “I'd, 
fuck, Fjord, I’d rather not have him at all than hurt him like that again.” 


“T know.” Fjord replied in agreement. It still made his blood boil, likely always would, when 
he thought about the bastard who had done that to Caleb over and over. Had treated it like a 
game. That the Omega had gone through that pain with them, more than once... Outside of 
Lucien’s actions, they hadn’t meant for it to happen, but it still made Fjord feel guilty. 


Fjord watched Molly hold Caleb close for a few moments before he slowly and carefully slid 
away, extraditing himself from the pack pile and standing up. The others were still sleeping, 
even Caduceus (surprisingly). Both Cad and Yasha woke enough to look at him as Fjord 
began picking his way out of the circle of the group, but he just shook his head and waved 
them back down. Let them have their rest, they all deserved it after the tension of the past few 
days. 


Fjord discovered it was still early enough to be dark out as he passed by and glanced out the 
kitchen window. Dawn was likely not far away, possibly even arrived with the light just not 
reaching the cabin through the trees yet. He paused as he came to the stairway leading up, 
hearing movement down the short hallway. Constance, he eventually decided, going by the 
sound of the slow shuffle of footsteps. He continued up the stairs, stopping at the closed door 
to the loft and knocking. 


Fjord would swear he heard a sigh before Lucien called out for him to come in. Attitude or 
not, at least the Tiefling was awake and coherent. Though maybe half asleep and groggy 
would have been easiest to deal with. Mentally preparing himself for the discomfort of the 
coming conversation, Fjord turned the handle. 


As Fjord opened the door and stepped through, the first thing he noticed was the space was 
cramped and rather full. Piles of random items, cloth, boxes of what he would guess were 
food or (given Caduceus) tea. Atop one of those crates was a tray holding bread, cheese, and 
a cup of tea. Fresh by the look of it, which... would explain Constance being awake. There 
was also a small cot, onto which Lucien had apparently pulled a spare blanket and a mound 
of linens to serve as a pillow. The Tiefling was currently lounging upon the cot, though he sat 
up quickly as Fjord walked in. 


Whoever Lucien had been expecting at the door, it obviously wasn’t him. Fjord watched 
Lucien tense, hand sliding a little under the pile of cloth where Fjord was sure the dagger 
they’d given Lucien was hidden. 


“T come in peace.” Fjord was quick to reassure, holding his hands up placidly. 


Lucien just gave him a look, tone wry as he spoke. “I’m sure. And what do I owe for the 
pleasure of this early morning visit?” 


“We’re going back to Rexxentrum in the next day or so, which means Caleb needs to have a 
bond.” Fjord told him, unsure how else to start the conversation other than just jumping right 
in. It wasn’t like he, or Lucien, cared to exchange pleasantries. “Molly and I need to know 
how to make it so both of our bonds stick at the same time.” 


"And why the hell would I want to tell you that." Lucien drawled lazily. 


Fjord nearly growled, nearly missed the too tight tension in the smirk on the Bloodhunter’s 
face. Trust Lucien to make this more difficult than it needed to be. Brute force never worked 
with Lucien, but maybe a taste of his own manipulation might. And if all else failed... though 
he’d rather not resort to that at all, considering. 


Fjord stepped back slightly and leaned against the door frame, crossing his arms as he 
effectively blocked the only exit. "Caleb tells me you want us to leave you here." 


He probably shouldn't feel pleased to have so much of an upper hand, especially given Caleb 
and the similarities the mage was drawing between himself and Lucien's situation... but Fjord 
couldn't help it. He had no intention of harming Lucien, but it did feel a little nice to see the 
expression of entitled smugness slide away into wary caution. Dealing with Lucien like this 
was turning out to be easier; there was no fight, no subtle (or at times obvious) struggle for 
dominance. He'd never got on well with Lucien, despite at times thinking the man cared for 
some of the pack in his own way. Now here was Lucien, not submitting per-se, but certainly 
not putting up much of a fight. 


"I did ask politely." Lucien replied, drawing out the small dagger and playing with it absently. 
A reminder that he was armed, thought without his abilities he might as well not have been. 
Fjord could tell the relaxed sprawl was feigned; the initial tension of his entry hidden behind 
false confidence. 


"You demanded and wanted him to manipulate us into you getting your way, but that's not the 
point." Fjord reminded him, earning a slight pause and a narrowed eyed look. He 
straightened, Lucien mirroring the movement so he was sitting upright, before continuing. 
"No one is a fan of the idea of leaving you here to your own devices. A show of faith might 
help with that." 


Lucien didn't reply, lips thinning as he looked away to glare at the wall. Seconds ticked by 
slowly, the silence filling with tension. 


Frustration curled in Fjords stomach, the warlock seeing nothing but stubborn defiance in 
Lucien. Just what the hell was he supposed to do now? They couldn't actually take him with 
them to Rexxentrum, that was just asking for trouble. He was too much of a liability given 
the situation they were going into. 


Leaving him here after this little confrontation was also inviting disaster. Lucien would just 
be that much more confident in their inability to handle him, and who knew what he'd get up 


to the instant they left. If something happened to either Veth’s or Caduceus's family because 
of that... 


"The ability to make a bond is instinct. I doubt I could explain the how of that if I tried." 
Lucien spoke up again, surprising Fjord by responding at all. Much less with an actual 
answer. "It takes no thought or conscious effort, just some twist of biology and innate natural 
magic that is in everything. Leaving room for two is an effort, an easier one for those who 
practice hemocraft. He needs only pay attention, to the blood and the magic in it, and leave 
room for your mark beside his." 


That was... both informative and completely useless. To him, anyway, but Fjord hoped Molly 
would understand it better. 


"What happens if he doesn't? If it doesn't work." Fjord questioned. 


Lucien turned his head, finally looking at Fjord again, his expression near scathing. "Then the 
bond is made and broken all at once." 


Just the thing Fjord didn't want to hear, though he'd known that would be the answer. "Any 
tips on keeping that from happening?" 


"This is not something easy to teach, without a way to pra-" Lucien cut off abruptly, teeth 
clenching as he tensed briefly. He shook it off quickly, shifting to lounge back in obvious 
dismissal. "I'd suggest he not mess up, or not try at all if he doesn't think he can manage." 


Fjord couldn't help but be suspicious, though he could tell short of physical violence (and 
even then maybe not) he wasn't going to get anything more out of Lucien. If Molly couldn't 
figure it out on this bit of information, he might have to come back with his mate to talk to 
Lucien again. And maybe Caleb as well, if the mage were willing. 


Fjord shut the door back behind him as he left, letting out a long sigh and rubbing a hand 
down his face. As usual, dealing with Lucien had been stressful, but not as bad as usual. 
Fjord began making his way down the stairs again, step hesitating as he found Molly to be 
waiting for him at the bottom. 


"Everyone's awake; Caleb went out walking with Cad, Beau's doing her morning exercise, 
Jester's probably painting something, and Veth's with her crew." Molly reported, tail twisting 
in agitation behind him. His claws were tapping lightly on the rail of the stairs too, though he 
pushed ahead before Fjord could ask what was wrong. "Get anything useful out of him?" 


aaa a 


Caleb was really beginning to hate sleep. 


Falling asleep was nice, he would admit that. Fjord and Molly’s scents were comforting, their 
presence soothing. Yes, there were still times here was afraid of them, but beyond his initial 
reaction at during those times he did know they meant him no harm. Now if only his 
subconscious would understand that and leave him alone. He certainly did not appreciate this 
newest nightmare of them returning to Rexxentrum and leaving him there. 


Nor did he think the Nein appreciated being woken to his distress. He certainly hadn’t been 
about to tell them the details on just why he was so afraid this morning. None of them 
deserved such an insult. They wouldn’t leave him, wouldn’t sell him. They’d agreed to help 
and it made no sense why they would lie. It was not as if they needed trick him to get him 
back to the capital. 


No, his fears were his own doing. He had agreed to join them, to be bonded to Fjord and 
Molly. It was the first time (outside of Astrid and Wulf) that he’d felt that way. The problem, 
he thought, had to do with how little he knew of how packs really worked. 


If he were going to join the Nein, he was going to do it correctly. This would be a bit more 
rushed than was his general method for research and decision making, but one must make do 
with what was given. The most recent addition to the pack (not counting himself) felt like the 
best place to start. 


The Firbolg hadn’t been difficult to find, it had been as simple as walking into the kitchen, 
though Caduceus was not alone. Constance was with him, the two moving about the kitchen 
in a harmonious rhythm as they prepared breakfast. Constance noticed him first, or she 
addressed him first in any case. 


“Good morning, did you sleep well? I was so glad to see you all looking so comfortable, I 
had worried there might not be enough beds for you all.” 


Caleb nodded respectfully, gaze flickering over to Caduceus. “Yes, ma’am, I- I did, thank 
you. I, ah, was... Could I perhaps, ah...” 


Constance smiled, catching the many looks he was throwing Caduceus’s way as he tried to 
figure out how to ask to speak to the cleric without interrupting what they were doing. He 
was relieved when she took it out of his hands, Constance turning to her son and stepping up 
to take over the preparations. “Caduceus, I believe your friend would like to speak with you.” 


Caduceus stepped back, humming agreement before turning to Caleb with a gentle smile. 
“Mr. Caleb, how can I help you this morning?” 


Caleb hesitated, uncertain all of a sudden about how to begin. “Ah, would you- would you 
walk, ah, with me?” 


The request was met with another smile and a gracious nod. “I was just thinking how I could 
use some fresh air.” 


Caleb didn’t believe that for an instant, but a part of him still relaxed at the assurance. He 
wasn’t interrupting, wasn’t doing anything wrong, because Caduceus had already been 
thinking of going outside anyway. It was enough of a logical explanation to keep himself 
from becoming too anxious when following the cleric outside. 


The air outside was crisp, still warmer than was typical of being this far north, but holding 
the coolness from the evening still. The sun wasn’t quite up, the sky a mixed hue of light pink 
and purple. Caduceus kept in pace with Caleb’s slow step, the mage grateful for the silent 
patience of the cleric. Yet another reason for wishing to speak to him first. Asking was going 


to be difficult, the words already sticking to Caleb’s throat. Best to start on the one with the 
most patience. 


Though, if he were being fair, Caleb thought Yasha equally as patient. Only just far more 
intimidating. Really the only impatient one would be Beauregard, but... even that rang untrue 
to him now. She had patience, just not for trivial inconsequential things. 


The two of them had completed an entire loop around the house, a quarter of the way through 
a second, before Caleb brought them to a halt. “Caduceus... when you joined this pack, did 
Fjord mark you?” 


“He did.” Caduceus replied, nodding toward a bench situated near one of the springs. Caleb 
followed him over, taking one side as Caduceus claimed the other. “But it isn’t the same as 
yours would be. Or Molly’s, since that’s more interwoven too. This connects me to him. I 
agreed to it, of course, it felt right. Still does.” 


Caleb watched with interest as Caduceus rolled back his left sleeve as he spoke, revealing a 
mark halfway up the inside of his forearm. It... honestly it didn’t look much different from 
what he remembered Astrid’s had been, just in a far less intimate place. It made sense the 
connection between them was different, that was just biology. 


“T know it’s not very common within the Empire, but my family had always been more 
traditional, so it is not that strange of a concept to me.” Caduceus continued. 


“How long did you- were you with them, before...” 


Caduceus hummed, rolling his sleeve back down and looking up into the sky. “Three weeks, 
or perhaps a month, depending. I was only helping them find a friend at first, and it was only 
after that I decided to stay with them. A few weeks after that, Fjord asked me if I wanted to 
join officially.” 


It sounded so easy, almost unbelievably so. And like it was something Caduceus barely 
noticed existed. Caleb paused, head tilting as he considered a moment before speaking. 


“It is... not a practice often employed anymore. That I have experienced anyway. A bond 
outside of an Alpha and Omega, I mean. Before Astr- ah, before I presented, I did not know 
that was something that was done at all.” Caleb began, stumbling over the mention of Astrid. 
He had not mentioned she and Eodwulf being a bonded pair, wasn’t quite ready to trust them 
with that. Such information had always been kept secret. And this one not his to share, not 
really. Caduceus didn’t seem to notice, or didn’t mention it, only nodded in encouragement. 
“While I know the basics in theory, I have not seen it beyond all of you. My research was 
from texts inside the Empire, which given it concerns Omegas, it is possible the information 
was inherently flawed.” 


Much to Caleb’s relief, Caduceus only nodded thoughtfully to the long speech. He probably 
should not have been surprised, it was why he had chosen to attempt this conversation with 
the Firbolg first. It was still nice seeing proof that there were no consequences to asking 
questions. 


“T don’t know about what was done in the past, only what I’ve observed in my time traveling 
with the Nein.” Caduceus explained evenly. “You’re right, not many people make such a 
bond. And I can’t say we’re much like any who call themselves pack that we’ve run across 
either. We do things a little differently, but that’s okay. I think packs are like that, different. 
Like families. Everyone is a little different from the rest.” 


“Except this one you can choose. Or should have been able to choose.” Caleb commented. 
They’d had little choice with him the first time around, just as he’d had no choice at all. He 
liked them now, wanted to stay, though a pessimistic side of himself wondered if he were 
more trouble than it was worth to them. 


“True. I chose this.” Caduceus agreed, looking over and meeting Caleb’s gaze almost as if he 
could hear the wizard’s self-doubt. “And I would, and do, welcome you into it, Caleb.” 


Research (Pt 2) 


Beauregard wasn't who Caleb would have chosen as the next person to ask about being part 
of the pack. She was still very intimidating and her affiliation with the Cobalt Soul alone 
would have been enough to give him pause. It was happenstance that he came across her in 
the gardens first, the monk seated on the ground with her head leaned back against a 
headstone. Beau didn't look to be meditating, or... doing much of anything, oddly enough. 


That seemed unlike her, past experience and that still present instinct to be terrified of 
anything Cobalt Soul urging him to just move on. However, Caleb was trying to trust them. 
Something he could never do if he didn’t give them the chance, give Beau a chance. After a 
few moments’ hesitation, Caleb dared approach and call out to her. 


"Beauregard?" 


She gave a grunt if acknowledgement, shifting a little and lifting her head to look at him. He 
dropped his gaze, again struck with the urge to drop this and leave. 


“Ts this, ah, I mean, would it be alright if I... had a question to ask?” Caleb ventured, unsure 
but continuing at her jerky nod. He thought she seemed off, stressed, but he wasn’t sure if 
that were his own nerves or not. Still, it set him on edge, and he stumbled his way through 
spitting out the same question he’d posed to Caduceus. “Could, ah, I- I had asked Caduceus, 
and he showed me, explained, and I wanted to ask the others, the rest of you, 1f- ah, 1f you 
had let Fjord mark you as well, when you joined the pack?” 


Caleb recoiled as he looked up, stomach dropping to see her expression had gone cold and 
distant. Flat and angry, yet somehow emotionless all at once. It was an expression Caleb 
knew intimately. He was on his knees before he could even think, head bowed, form 
completely submissive just as he’d been taught. 


Zeenoth looked like that when he was angry, those times there was nothing Caleb could say 
or do to placate him. Days of pain always followed; his, Astrid’s, and often Eodwulf’s. Past 
Alphas had turned similar looks upon him when he’d been especially displeasing, but none 
could match the viciousness of the Cobalt Soul. 


He didn’t hear her approach, footsteps too light on the grass to be audible. Caleb held his 
breath as she dropped to one knee in front of him, couldn’t contain a flinch when she reached 
to pull his head up. He pulled back from her slightly, stopping with a submissive whine when 
the monk held him still. 


“This puts them all in danger, so he can’t ever find out about it, understand.” Beau said, even 
and toneless. She lifted up the side of her shirt, revealing a mark so high up on her ribs that 
even with the traditional Cobalt battle uniforms it wouldn’t be seen. 


She dropped the cloth and her grip on him once he’d seen, standing up. “You want the details, 
go ask Jester or Yasha, they were there. But you need to leave, right now.” 


That was not something he needed to be told twice. He didn’t dare stand, barely dared to 
move. Caleb could see the coiled tension in her every muscle, wouldn’t risk turning away and 
trigger that chase. Instead, he spoke a word, wrapping an arcane weave around himself and 
sliding backwards through the web. 


He landed still on the ground in the middle of the Clay’s living room, shaking and a little at a 
loss to what to do next. Caleb had not expected such a strong reaction. He should have 
known, because of course Zeenoth would disapprove of one of his students forging a stronger 
connection elsewhere, and a positive one at that. 


“Caleb, are you okay?” 


He flinched despite the gentle tone. Only Yasha, thankfully, one of the least likely to 
overreact to his breakdown. Caleb shook his head in answer to her question, because he... 
really wasn’t right now. 


“Do you want me to go get Fjord? Or Molly?” 


Caleb shook his head again, curling up and wrapping his arms around himself. He would be 
fine, he just- just needed a moment. That was absolutely nothing close to an actual 
punishment, one he was still braced for at the moment. Fjord or Molly might help, but he 
didn’t want to upset them or cause any more dissention among the pack by making them 
upset at Beauregard. 


He knew Beau wasn’t angry with him, that she wasn’t the same as the other Cobalt Soul 
Alphas. None of them would have ordered him to leave, and then /et him leave. She did not 
have access to Astrid or Eodwulf, so at least there was no risk to them paying for his misstep. 
Caleb tensed when Yasha sat down next to him, automatically hunching in on himself as he 
waited for a blow. None came, of course, and he was soon leaning into her when she did 
nothing but sit silent support beside him. He was weak enough to need the comfort, even if 
he hadn’t been strong enough to ask for it. 


“S-sorry...”’ Caleb apologized, curling closer on himself hearing a noise from the other room. 
He was safe here, he Anew that... he just... Beauregard had been so furious. 


“T will not let anyone harm you.” Yasha promised gently, worry evident in her tone. 


Caleb shook his head, breath still coming too quickly as he stammered. "E-expositor B- 
beau-..." 


Yasha cocked her head slightly, brow furrowing in thought. A part of Caleb didn't expect who 
was angry with him to matter, though a larger majority of him believed there was no way 
Yasha would protect him from Beau. The monk was her mate, was probably correct in any 
action or correction she chose to inflict upon the Omega of the pack. Yet it was still no 
surprise when Yasha dipped her head a little lower, catching his gaze and repeating her words 
with an underlying fervor. "I will not let anvone harm you." 


Caleb held his breath for a moment, relief pushing it out of his lungs in a rush half a second 
later. He believed her, which was... both a surprise and not. Caleb had not thought her one to 


let someone harm him unchallenged, but he still very much appreciated hearing it said aloud. 


"I did... not mean to- to anger her." Caleb said weakly, unfurling from his defensive posture. 
He wasn't completely ready to stand yet, didn't trust his still shaking limbs to hold him 


properly. 
Yasha just settled more comfortably on the floor with him. "Did she hurt you?" 
"No." Caleb answered, shaking his head. "She, ah, she told me to leave." 


“That is good.” Yasha hummed, falling silent for a few minutes before asking softly. “Is it 
alright if I stay with you?” 


“Y-yes, I- I’m sorry.” Caleb repeated, shaking already starting to subside. 


“You do not need to apologize.” Yasha told him evenly, pressing a little closer. “Do you want 
to talk about it?” 


Caleb hesitated, gaze flickering up toward the large Alpha. Yasha was probably the best one 
to explain what had happened, she could easily point out where he may have gone wrong. 
Not that he didn’t know, but if he had crossed a line too far perhaps Yasha could tell him how 
he could make it up to Beauregard. Even with as gentle as the monk had been with him 
overall, the thought of her holding any sort of anger or grudge against him was terrifying. 


“T was... speaking with Beau.” Caleb explained slowly, letting out a slow breath as he forced 
himself to unwind a little, stretching his legs out and unhunching his shoulders. “I had- had 
asked Caduceus if he had, ah, let Fjord mark him. Beauregard did not... react well to the 
same question.” 


Yasha nodded slowly, understanding immediately. “It is not an easy topic for her.” 


“She did... show it to me, then said to ask you or Jester for details if I wished, and then... she 
told me to leave.” Caleb stated, heart rate finally returning to normal. “I did not think- I 
should have realized, Zeenoth...” 


Yasha hummed again, the two of them sitting in silence for a few minutes. It was calming, the 
easy peace with her. It helped as well to see she wasn’t angry, when she might well have been 
since it concerned Beau. Yasha might have been angry if he’d done something wrong, but she 
wasn’t. She did not point out any fatal errors in his actions, so perhaps he could hope Beau 
would not continue to be angry with him. 


“Jester tells it better. Do you want to go find her?” Yasha suggested some ten minutes later, 
once Caleb was feeling mostly back to normal. Still nervous, but not as overly terrified as 
he’d been originally. 


It left room for curiosity as to why Beau had suggested he ask Yasha or Jester about her 
mark. And if Yasha was suggesting Jester be the one to explain the details, Caleb could only 
assume it had been an amusing event to some extent. Yasha helped him to his feet, letting 
him brace against her for a moment until he felt less unstable. 


“T have one too.” Yasha offered unprompted as she walked with him in search of Jester. She 
indicated the mark on her left wrist, one he’d only noticed in passing as just another scar. 
“There were only the four of us and Molly had already fallen in love with him. ‘Make it 
official, a real pack,’ Molly had said, ‘it’s not like I’m going anywhere.’ Back then, where 
Molly went so did I.” 


“But, you are an Alpha.” Caleb pointed out. He’d have done the same with Beau, had 
planned to, because it didn’t make sense for an Alpha to let another mark them. Caduceus 
sure, because he was Beta. He wasn’t sure about Jester since she was mated with two Alphas. 
But that was odd in itself, so perhaps her bearing a mark of a third wouldn’t be so strange. 
And Jester did things her own way, so... 


Yasha answer with a slight shrug, interrupting Caleb’s thoughts. “In Xhorhas, that is not so 
strange. There has to be a center, a root. For us it is Fjord.” 


Cultural differences. That did explain a few things. Caleb considered her words, the two of 
them continuing in silence. It didn’t take too much longer to find Jester; as it turned out she 
and Luc were playing a game behind the house. Caleb wasn’t sure what kind of game it was, 
or if there was a point to it. So far as he could tell, there were just several stones scattered in a 
loose proximity to each other and the two were just jumping from one to the next. 


Luc spotted them first, shouting out and running over to leap for Yasha to catch him and toss 
him up in the air. 


Jester hopped across the two closest stones, skipping the last few steps over to them. “Hi you 
guys! What's up?” 


“Hallo Jester, Luc.” Caleb returned the greeting, holding a hand half out toward the cleric. 
She grinned, stepping closer and giving him a hug as he’d hoped. He needed and appreciated 
the reassurance, especially as he was uncertain how Jester would react to what he’d asked 
Beauregard. “I had, ah... asked Beau about being part of the pack. She said to ask you for 
details.” 


Jester hugged him a little tighter before pulling back, keeping her hands on his shoulders as 
she gave him a quick look over. “Oh, Caleb are you okay? I’m sorry, we totally should have 
warned you about that.” 


Caleb huffed a little laugh of relief. Not upset and apparently able to guess how Beau had 
responded. It made sense they would all know it to be a touchy subject, Jester seeming quite 
aware how the monk had reacted. He shook his head, dismissing her apology. “Nein, no. I 
should have expected or been more careful asking. She showed me, told me to ask you or 
Yasha, then said to leave. So I did. That is all that happened.” 


Yasha nodded beside him, Luc atop her shoulders by this point. “You tell the story much 
better Jester.” 


“T want to hear the story!” Luc chimed in excitedly. 


Jester still gave him a little frown but caved quickly as a mischievous smile spread across her 
face. “It really is a good one you know.” 


“Yes!” Luc crowed happily, pointing towards one of the larger stones they’d been playing on. 
“Okay, you go tell from over there and we’ll all sit there! It’ll be like a play!” 


Jester dusted her skirts as they got settle, clearing her throat and beginning a touch 
dramatically. “This was a few years ago during the war, after we’d just defeated some Kryn 
assassins that had been trying to make their way into the Empire.” 


“Assassins!” Luc squeaked, eyes going wide. 
“Do not worry, Veth defeated them all.” Yasha whispered to him, smiling softly at the child. 


Jester shushed them, lips curled in a large smile as she held back laughter. “We won, of 
course, but let me tell you it did not go so great. There were some buildings on fire, and 
practically the whole town was mad at us...” Jester explained, shaking her head and feigning 
sorrow. 


“Does the part with Beauregard and Fjord come soon?” Caleb asked playfully, the last of his 
nervous anxiety fading. 


“I’m totally about to get to that! We were all resting and Molly was wrapping up some of 
Fjord’s injuries, and Molly just looked over at Beau and told her it would be so much less 
stressful for everyone if she’d just join the pack official and all that.” 


“T was so shocked, you know! Because, I mean, I’d thought Beau was just the coolest, and 
super hot, and totally uninterested in sticking around. And she just looked deadpan at Molly 
and said, ‘that’s not gonna happen.’” Jester continued, sighing dramatically. “But you know 
Molly, and he just pestered her for a few days until she finally agreed.” 


“Something tells me it was not so straightforward.” Caleb chuckled. 
“Well, no.” Jester admitted, making a face. “But that’s not the best part of this whole story!” 
“What’s the best part?” Luc chimed in, staring wide eyed with curiosity. 


“We were headed back toward the boarder for some mission again, and Molly brought it up 
one day while we were travelling out in the middle of nowhere. And Beau said, ‘if I do it, 
then it’s gotta be somewhere he’Il never see.’ And almost none of her stuff has sleeves, and 
her shirts can be really short too. And she doesn’t wear shorts or skirts really, but she says 
that’s happened before and she didn’t want him down there anyway.” Jester paused when 
Caleb coughed a laugh, grinning at him. The thought of Beau in a skirt or dress was... 
funnier than was probably safe. 


““A-n-yway. When she pointed out where, Fjord turned so so red! Even for him! And I swear 
Molly was just rolling all on the ground with laughter.” Jester giggled. “And Beau said to 
stop being such a big baby and get it over with.” 


“Wait.” Caleb frowned, a thought occurring to him all of a sudden. “You were all... there?” 


“Not for everyone. Fjord and Molly did their own in private.” Jester shrugged. “But me and 
Beau and Veth and Caduceus, yeah. We all agreed, I mean, it wouldn’t be good if one of us 
didn’t like her or something. And she was like, now or never, and it wasn’t all, you know, like 
that. | mean obviously he isn’t even her type or anything, she-” 


“T know what you mean.” Caleb laughed lightly, interrupting Jester before she could go into 
details that young halflings should not hear. He'd always thought of bonds as a private thing, 
each time he'd had it done to him publicly had been... humiliating to say the least. But Jester 
had a point. In that context there was little need for privacy. “And... thank you. That all does 
make her seem less... intimidating.” Terrifying he would have liked to say, though he did not 
want to worry or upset Luc. 


Jester made an inarticulate noise before she threw herself down beside him, grabbing him up 
in another hug. He didn’t mind at all, gladly accepting. 


aaa 


Beauregard was having the most shit day. Ever. 


The morning started out poorly with Caleb having another nightmare and waking them all. 
She didn’t blame him, that wasn’t what made the day crap. Still, she took the easy way out 
and beat a hasty retreat out of the house the first opportunity. She knew she still scared him, a 
lot, even if they were doing better. But first thing after waking up from bad dreams... Beau 
knew how she was during times like that and she wouldn’t push herself on Caleb after 
something like that. 


No, the surprising twist into shitty came about ten minutes into her trying to meditate outside 
near the grave/tea garden. She’d gotten real used to Zeenoth talking to her through Astrid and 
Caleb both, which was why it came as a complete surprise when Astrid messaged her 
directly. Still better than Zeenoth’s voice directly into her skull, but less better was the clear 
sound of fear and pain in Astrid’s tone. 


“Would you care to explain why you not only failed in the assignment given by his majesty, 
but also in that given by me?” 


“There were some complications, we’ll fix it.” Beau replied, mind racing. How the hell had 
he found out about that so fast. Fuck, this was not good. If Zeenoth knew about it, then that 
might mean the king did too. That wouldn’t end well seeing as they would be expected to 
have an audience with him when they arrived at the capital. Nothing good ever happened to 
people who pissed off the king. “We’Il be in Rexxentrum within the next couple days. I can 
report in detail then.” 


He had to have another line of information into the Revelry. It would explain how he knew 
about the relics, even if he didn’t know what they were for or what they did. It had been a 
couple weeks since that mission, so it was possible he’d gotten word. The Nicodranian 
counsel, probably not. So unless Zeenoth told the king, then the crown wouldn’t know yet. 
Zeenoth didn’t normally reveal information unless it was of some benefit to him, and this 
wouldn’t be. Beau didn’t hear anything for a few minutes, was beginning to think that would 
be the end of it until- 


“We will discuss this further.” 


Beauregard bit back a groan, sitting on the grass with her elbows on her knees. She leaned 
back against a headstone, not even caring she was right atop some random person’s grave. 
She felt like pulling her hair, like screaming... like apologizing to Astrid. She’d do it too, if it 
weren’t for the fact Astrid didn’t know her, trust her, and would probably translate it to 
Zeenoth. Which would be icing on the shit cake of this whole interaction. 


Discussing things further meant a fight to stay with the Nein. Meant, probably, a round or two 
of training while they were in Rexxentrum. Not near the hell it would be for Caleb, but it 
fucked up her head every damned time. 


“Beauregard?” 


Caleb. Shit, she was not in a great place to be interacting with him. She grunted 
acknowledgement automatically, pushing herself to scoot up the headstone until she was 
sitting atop it rather than on the ground. 


“Ts this, ah, I mean, would it be alright if I... had a question to ask?” Caleb asked. 


Beau really should say no, should send him away until she got her head on straight. But 
conscious thought wasn’t exactly running at full capacity and Beau found herself giving a 
jerky nod by habit. They’d been trying so damned hard to let Caleb feel comfortable around 
them and trust them, and Beau could see how nervous he was becoming but still pushing 
through anyway. He was trusting her not to hurt him while she was fighting a ringing in her 
ears. 


Beau needed him to leave. She could already feel herself bristling with defensive tension. She 
hated feeling that way, especially as it was Caleb this time. Anyone else would just disregard 
or ignore a curt reply, chalk it up to her having a bad day. More importantly, they’d leave her 
alone or call for Yasha. Beau really really didn’t want to scare him. But she could feel herself 
slipping into that trained mindset, calculating how to turn the tables to her own advantage. 


It was just a question, she told herself, probably something simple. It wasn’t an interrogation, 
Caleb had one question, and this wasn’t training. There was no goal, no threat, no High 
Curator to impress. It was Caleb. Which was why she couldn’t even snap at him to get lost, 
part of her afraid that even that little slip of temper would start a landslide she’d be unable to 
contain. 


“Could, ah, I- I had asked Caduceus, and he showed me, explained, and I wanted to ask the 
others, the rest of you, if- ah, if you had let Fjord mark you as well, when you joined the 
pack?” Caleb’s words were rambling, but led to the question she should have seen coming. 
At some point at least. It just couldn’t have come at a worse time. 


Fear broke that last shred of control. She /oved the Nein, Jester and Yasha most of out of all 
of them. Bearing the pack bond put them at risk, even if she loved having that deep of a 
connection to them. If Zeenoth ever found out, Beau wasn’t sure there was anything she 
could do to protect them from that. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him, he hated Zeenoth just 
as much (if not more) than she did. Beau simply hadn’t expected the topic to be brought up. 


She didn’t see Caleb anymore. Just a threat with close ties to Zeenoth, a threat to her family. 
A target with the many variables and options Zeenoth had provided to deal with the mission 
at hand. This one being the keeping of dangerous information a secret. 


Zeenoth had trained his pupils how to deal with a target that had information they shouldn’t. 
Often that equaled the target dying. There were, however, many times that such a solution 
was not an option. A gift given by King Dwendal fell into that category. An individual key to 
the continued usefulness of a group fell into that category. He was a friend, she cared for 
him... irrelevant. 


Even if Beau denied Fjord’s mark, he would find out from one of the others. Jester thought it 
was a hilarious story. She should send him to her. Get him out of here before she hurt him... 


She couldn’t kill him, a thin distant part of her screamed that she didn’t want to. Intimidation 
was the second choice, one easy to use against him. Omega, trained by the Soul and 
Assembly, he’d do as she said no questions. He was already one step ahead of her, on his 
knees and submissive. She didn’t feel like herself as she slipped over to the mage, Zeenoth’s 
words in the back of her mind as she knelt down. 


Caleb was making it easy at least, something she’d appreciate and feel guilty about later. 
Right now, her focus was on controlling herself, and him. Beau tugged his face up so he 
could see, grip tightening by reflex when he began to pull away. 


“This puts them all in danger, so he can’t ever find out about it, understand.” She told him 
flatly once he was still and paying attention, showing him the mark. It was an odd dichotomy, 
following her training and defying it all at once. She was meant to be in control, but she was 
giving away a weakness. 


She stood up, releasing him in the process. You couldn’t intimidate anyone on your knees, 
shouldn’t have broken from her training to get on his level in the first place. “You want the 
details, go ask Jester or Yasha, they were there. But you need to leave, right now.” 


Get out. Go. He needed to leave because the next step in this would involve hurting him and 
she was fighting to keep herself from doing exactly that. She gone through very similar 
situations during training so many times, would probably soon be repeating the lesson or one 
much like it. A test, to prove to Zeenoth she was still his. One she would need more than ever 
to pass if the Nein were to succeed. 


Bending a will to yours is simple, you need only apply the right pressure. To most, it is greed 
or pain. Appeal to that and fear will ensure their obedience. 


Beau was very distantly appreciative that Caleb used magic to leave rather than standing up 
to move. She couldn’t stop him, couldn’t stop the spell, and in a blink he was gone. Safe from 
her. She let the tenuous control slip, made herself turn and stride into the forest. If she were 
going to find an enemy, then she would make sure it wasn’t one of her friends. There were 
plenty of trees, she could hit them. 


If she got lucky, maybe there’d be a few monsters to kill. 


Complications 


Chapter Notes 
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Caleb heard Jester and Veth’s story over breakfast, both similar to Caduceus’s more than 
anything. Meaningful, but uneventful. Luc and Yezza were considered pack and family but 
had declined the bond itself. Yezza at least; Luc was too young for it to work in the first 
place. A pure Beta family didn’t have the means to forge such a connection and, while Yezza 
respected and liked Fjord, the alchemist admitted that he didn’t want to be part of that 


anyway. 


He only caught a glimpse of Fjord and Molly, the two of them seeming to be in deep 
conversation as they took their share of the prepared breakfast and left. Caleb didn’t worry 
too much about asking the two Alphas about their side of things, he knew they’d give him 
plenty of opportunity before actually bonding him. Which... was a very nice thing to know, 
even if he were still a little nervous about the process itself. Caleb knew they wouldn’t hurt 
him on purpose, but it had occurred to him that it might not be as simple as when Lucien had 
marked him with Fjord. He was still willing, however. He wasn’t looking forward to dealing 
with a few failed attempts, was honestly a little terrified of that, but Caleb wanted to belong 
to both of them. 


The rest of the Nein kept his worries from spiraling, Caleb noticing but not overly worrying 
about Fjord and Molly’s continued absence. It only took him up to lunch to gather the nerve 
to bring up the bond. 


He told the others, even Constance, that he would prefer not to have anyone else around 
during. Just the idea of so many eyes on him during such a moment set him on edge. 
Thankfully none of them pressed him for details, just accepted the stammered request with 
good grace. Jester even helped him out, the cleric bemoaning how long Beau had been gone 
and volunteering everyone to help her in the search. 


It was sweet and Caleb very much appreciated it. None of them were worried about Beau, as 
Jester had not ten minutes before that scried on the monk to make sure she was alive and 
well, but it was an easy excuse for them to be gone. When Yasha brought up Lucien, Caleb 
let her know he didn’t mind him being there. There was little chance Lucien would venture 
out of his borrowed room. Even if he did, Lucien was Omega now and not much of a threat 
to him. 


Figuring out how to tell Fjord and Molly he was ready to give it a shot was a whole different 
problem, but again Jester came to the rescue. After lunch, with a bag packed for Beau since 
she hadn’t eaten, Jester shooed everyone out the door before going back and pushing Fjord 
and Molly into the living room with Caleb. 


“We’re going to go find Beau, maybe find some cool stones out in the forest, you know, 
explore or something. You guys take your time, okay, and like...” Jester floundered a bit, 
twirling her hand in the air as she searched for words before giving up. “I don’t know, 


message me or something if you’re done or need help, or we’ Il just show up later tonight, I 
don’t know.” 


Caleb looked down to hide a smile. Jester was endearing, really. Her words were so many 
reassurances all rolled into one. Proof of trust in Fjord and Molly since she was willing to 
leave them alone with Caleb. An offer of help if any one of them needed it. And a promise to 
return unannounced which was, to Caleb at least, a safeguard against anything unpleasant. 
Unnecessary but appreciated all the same. 


Jester was gone soon after and Caleb hesitated as the door closed behind the cleric, looking 
around. He appreciated the others giving them privacy. Caleb knew that, even were they still 
here, none would have come in until called, however... it was still a very open space. He'd 
done this in public before, this and far more unwilling intimacies, and he didn't want the 
reminder here and now. Caleb would prefer, wished for honestly, that the time that he chose 
to accept a bond would be calm and peaceful. Not riddled with anxiety he already felt rising. 


"We don't have to do this right now." Fjord offered gently. "You can talk to the others, or us, 
more if you like. Try again tomorrow." 


"No-" Caleb answered quickly, wincing at the too sharp tone. "N-no, but... perhaps... perhaps 
not right here?" 


"We could borrow Cads room, if you’re okay in there?" Molly suggested, jerking a thumb 
over his shoulder in the general direction. "Probably the room with the calmest scent in it too, 
all the tea he drinks." 


Caleb smiled a little, appreciative at Molly's attempt towards humor. He was also correct, it 
was a relaxing room to be in. "Ja, if you do not mind?" 


It felt odd to Caleb, taking the lead. Fjord and Molly followed him out of the small living 
room and over to Caduceus’s bedroom. They let him close the door, Caleb feeling more 
comfortable at the reinforcement of privacy even knowing none of the others would have 
intruded. He might have laughed, because it was so opposite how he’d originally felt being 
alone with them both in a room like this. Caleb also got the feeling that both Fjord and Molly 
would stand waiting until he initiated things, which... was unfortunate because Caleb wasn’t 
sure he could. 


"Are there, ah, rules?" Caleb asked, uncertain what else to say. Choice or not, this was still 
terrifying. He was at a loss, didn’t know what to do, and... was rather hoping one of them 
would tell him. 


"Everyone consents." Fjord answered immediately, a soothing purr rumbling from his chest. 
"Do you want more?" Molly asked, head tilting. "Or have any of your own?" 


"No, I- if you have any, it... it helps to, ah, know what is expected. What you wish of me." 
Caleb admitted, gaze flickering over toward Fjord. He could trust Fjord to be in control, not 
use that to cause his Omega harm. 


Molly chuckled, leaning in to scent the half-orc. "Yeah, Fjord is pretty sexy when he's giving 
orders." 


Caleb winced a little, only just stopping himself from pulling back. Truthfully, he agreed with 
Molly but did not at a// want that type of interaction in this moment. 


"None of that." Fjord chided Molly, tone softening as he turned to Caleb. "And nothing’s an 
order, okay?" 


"I w-would not mind if- if you did." Caleb admitted, flushing red. He didn't mind giving 
Fjord control, following the Alpha’s orders. As Astrid had said, so long ago it was like 
another lifetime, there was an instinctive pleasure at pleasing an Alpha. Even if that was done 
by following the most simple of rules or orders. As Caleb had noted very early on, Fjord was 
so very easy to please. 


As to anything else... if that was what Molly wanted in order to do this... Caleb was fairly 
sure that the two would make it as painless as possible. And it was the most common way 
other Alpha’s had solidified their claim on him. How that would work with the uncertainty of 
Molly replicating what Lucien had done, he did not know. But he would try, if that was what 
they wanted. 


"I would rather not, ah, n-not...” Caleb told them, gesturing to get his meaning across as his 
stomach twisted and his face heated further. “It is the quickest way to cement the bond, it- I 
can, if that is your pref-" 


“You don’t want to, and that’s all you need to say.” Molly interrupted, stopping when Fjord 
interrupted him with a low dominant growl. It had Caleb’s full attention, the Omega’s heart 
skipping even as he noted there was no anger in the tone. 


“Everyone consents, that’s the rule.” Fjord reminded him. 


The calm tone, the expectancy, quelled much of Caleb’s anxiety. Fjord liked things easy and 
the last time (the only time) that Caleb had outright defied him, the Alpha’s discipline had 
been gentle. Here he was doing the same thing and Caleb found he liked now just as much as 
then. He wanted to submit, to bare his throat in surrender. Given the point of this endeavor, 
Caleb gave in to that urge. 


me 


Fjord didn’t subscribe much to luck, but he’d be the first to admit that he was by far the 
luckiest person on the damned continent right now. Caleb was perfect. The mage was 
nervous, but that was to be expected. Fjord was just impressed at how easily the Omega 
offered his submission. Even when Molly sidled up behind Caleb, wrapping arms around his 
waist, Caleb didn’t move except to lean into Molly just a bit. The Omega waited patiently, 
letting Fjord lean forward and breathe in his scent. 


He glanced up to meet Molly’s gaze, the Tiefling raising his eyebrow in a ‘now or never’ 
kind of silent comment. They’d gone over and over this issue all day, back and forth, but 
really it boiled down to what Caleb wanted. Molly was skeptical, worried about hurting 

Caleb, but willing to try at least once if that’s what Caleb wanted. Of course Fjord didn’t 


want Caleb hurting either, but he thought the difference of choice was what made the mage so 
willing to risk this not working. 


“You’re sure?” Molly asked, checking once again as he hesitated. 


Caleb nodded, even managing a small smile despite the nervous tension creeping into his 
scent. “Ja, I want... to belong to you both.” 


Fjord and Molly already belonged to Caleb, that much was clear to Fjord at least. The mage 
might not fully realize or accept it, but Fjord knew that their Omega just had to mention 
something and both he and Molly would do whatever it took to get it for him. They were 
going to steal from Zeenoth and run away from the empire. Melora, but if that wasn’t them 
belonging to Caleb, then Fjord didn’t know what was. 


Caleb flinched, just a little, as both of them leaned in. For Fjord, the process was the same as 
always. It was not, as Lucien had pointed out during their talk, something he’d be able to 
explain so he didn’t have any idea whether Molly knew what he was doing either. Knowing 
that, it really shouldn’t have come as such a shocking blow when it didn’t work. 


Fjord barely had time to feel the bond before it was gone. Caleb jerked in his arms, the mage 
cutting off a cry of pain. Fjord held him closer, hoping to both comfort and keep him from 
hurting himself or them. Molly backed away quickly, expression stricken with guilt. 


"It's okay." Fjord said gently, to both Molly and Caleb. Most of his concern was for the 
Omega as he slowly guided the man the few steps to the bed. "Sit, here, just... it's okay, just 
breathe, you're good." 


"I just- please, a- a moment." Caleb stammered, voice tense with pain. 


"Take as long as you need." Fjord reassured him quickly, dropping his hands away from 
Caleb and letting him curl away. He wanted to hold him, comfort him, but if space was what 
he needed... 


"Same. I need a minute. Fjord?" Molly stated flatly, reaching to grab Fjord's wrist and tug 
him toward the door. "Sorry, Caleb, we'll be right back. I just... sorry." 


Fjord stumbled after Molly, taken by surprise at the determined force the Tiefling applied to 
pull him out of the room. He wasn't thrilled about leaving Caleb alone, worried at the glimpse 
of wide-eyed anxiety on the Omega as they left. But Molly was focused, driven with single 
minded purpose that was also beginning to worry Fjord. The guilt had, at some point turned 
into a flat dispassion, though now they were out of the room it was turning into angry rage. 


It was quick to build, Fjord given little time to adjust to the bloodhunters mood as Molly 
began to drag him out of the room and down the short hallway. He had an idea of where 
Molly was headed, soon confirmed as the Tiefling quickly stepped up the stairs to the small 
loft. Fjord understood Molly's anger, he hated Caleb being hurt too, but this time Fjord didn't 
blame Lucien. Not that he had time to say as much. 


Molly didn't bother knocking, just slammed the door to the room open before striding inside. 
Whatever warning Lucien may have gotten to their approach, and to Molly's state of mind, 
didn't prove to be enough. He hesitated just enough, flinching and freezing for one small 
second when Molly had burst in with a snarl. It was time enough for Molly to let go of Fjord 
and leap forward, colliding with Lucien who was diving for the dagger. 


It was a quick struggle, Lucien's angle was bad and Molly had the advantage. Before Fjord 
could even begin to decide what Molly's end goal was, and whether he should stop it now, the 
fight was over. Molly pinned Lucien, quickly grabbing a fist full of the cloth Lucien had piled 
into a makeshift pillow and shoved it into the man's mouth. A longer bit served to keep the 
gag in place, Molly grabbing Lucien's hair and pulling him upright while keeping his throat 
bared. 


"Molly, what-" Fjord began to ask, cut off as Molly answered. 


"You know as well as I that these sort of skills are best refined with practice." Molly growled, 
one hand holding Lucien's behind his back. Fjord could scent blood, knew Molly's claws had 
to be digging into Lucien's arms, knew for a fact both of them had to be in pain because 
Molly was kneeling on Lucien's tail to keep that in check. 


Fjord kicked the door shut behind him, not sure at all how he needed to navigate this 
situation. He was a little regretful that everyone else had left, Fjord could use a little help 
with this situation. Also, a little outside perspective, because he was still firmly in the camp 
of disliking Lucien. Though that was nothing to the hatred Molly currently directed toward 
the man. 


Lucien was still struggling, though Molly's rage and his own instinct worked against him. 
Molly forced Lucien face down, sitting on his back and using both hands for the time to 
control him as he continued speaking. "He's put Caleb through that, more than once, and I 
sure as hell won't be doing it to Caleb again. Not now, not in the future when we find a better 
solution or on the off-chance I figure it out on my own. We can fix it now and, oh, look, a test 
dummy to practice on." 


Lucien's struggles had slowed, muffled snarls from behind the gag going silent as Molly 
jerked him upright onto his knees again. Lucien's eyes were wide, afraid, breath coming in 
sharp pants as he still struggled, though much less effectively. Molly was growling, low and 
steady, completely unheeding of the blood coming from his own forearms to match the 
injuries in Lucien. Fjord... very much wanted to agree. The angry vindictive side of him 
wanted to move forward and help Molly, wanted to point out that Lucien deserved this, that it 
wasn't permanent, and was the least the man could suffer to even begin to make up for what 
he'd done. 


But... it didn't make it right. 


Fjord knew Molly was hurt and angry, doubly more so than himself because it had been 
Molly's failing that had cause Caleb pain this time. Neither Caleb or Fjord blamed him, but 
that mattered little because Molly blamed himself. Lucien was a convenient hated enemy that 
was readily available for Molly to redirect that anger on. However justified, because really... 


all of this was Lucien's fault, Fjord still couldn't let Molly go through with this. If for nothing 
else than they’d both promised Caleb they wouldnt hurt Lucien. 


Lucien's muffled words (likely threats and curses) returned and rose in pitch a little as Fjord 
stepped over to the two of them. Molly reached to grab Lucien's hair again, twisting the long 
strands around his hand as he pulled to expose the Omega's throat. Fjord reached out to put 
a hand on Lucien's neck, the man's struggles stilling enough that Fjord could feel his rapid 
pulse. His own attention was for Molly, Fjord catching and holding his blazing red gaze. 
"You know we can't do this." 


Molly's growl wavered, shifting into almost a whine for a second. Long enough for Fjord to 
realize anger was definitely not the only leading force in the Tiefling's current actions. 
"Would you rather it be Caleb then? Even if he’s fine with it, I can't. I can't.... hurt him like 
that again. What if it takes two or three more tries? Or more?" 


Lucien's breath hitched when Molly leaned forward while speaking, a slight shudder going 
through him as he processed the words. Fjord rubbed his thumb across Lucien's neck, an 
instinctive act of comfort. It seemed to help, mostly by pissing Lucien off, because the next 
thing he felt was the low vibration of Lucien growling. The rest of Fjord's attention was still 
on Molly, on keeping his attention away from Lucien as much as possible. 


"And if Caleb ever found out?" Fjord asked, pointing out what he hoped would be the best 
way to discourage Molly. It was what helped his own resolve in not pursuing this option, 
anyway. They'd done a lot of shitty things in their line of work, torture for information being 
one of them. Mostly that had been a Lucien and/or Beau operation, but still... this wasn't so 
different. 


"Caleb told me about someone who did this to him over and over. Five times in one day once. 
What do you think he'll feel if he finds out we did the same thing in the span of an hour?" 
Fjord asked. Lucien actually flinched at those words, catching Molly's attention again and 
(thank Melora) breaking some uncertainty through the anger. 


"Tf you really want to do that, first think about this," Fjord began, hoping he knew his mate 
just as well as he thought he did. Fjord dropped his hand from Lucien, ignoring the sharp 
muffled '‘no' and the short struggle that Molly easily contained. "You were mad in shadycreek, 
but you felt guilty after what almost happened. How do you think you'll feel doing the exact 
same thing some bastard did to Caleb?" 


Molly growled again, but relented, standing up with a rough shove to Lucien. Fjord reached 
out to grab the Omega, careful to be a little more gentle than Molly while pinning him. Given 
Lucien's temperament, he wasn't going to risk retaliation. Not when Molly was so ready for a 


fight. 


“T’m sure you've figured out it didn t work.” Fjord commented, filling the tense silence as he 
tried to figure out the best way to keep this from exploding again. A good first step would be 
not having Lucien pinned and gagged, that was a sure way to piss him off. Fjord fixed the 
latter issue as he continued. “I dont suppose you have any helpful suggestions on how to 
avoid doing that again.”’ 


“Practice, as Molly pointed out. Cree was willing and, yes, it did take a few tries.” Lucien 
spat out venomously, teeth bared in defiance despite being held down and immobile. 
Molly let out an annoyed hiss, eyes narrowing as he began to step toward Lucien again. 


“Molly!” Fjord snapped, reinforcing the warning with a growl. It was enough to cut through 
whatever loss of control Molly was slipping into, the Tiefling looking away and stepping back 
in submission. Even Lucien followed suit, head tilting as much as he was able while being 
held down. 


“Tt won t be pleasant and how many tries it may take depends on Molly.” Lucien spoke again, 
tone sounding a little more subdued and uneven. “Give Caleb time to recover in between and 
dont let him rush. Help him through it when it fails, that seemed to work when I removed the 
bond the first time.” 


A dangerous thing to remind them of, as proved by Molly angry growl, but Lucien was being 
helpful at least. Fjord released him, standing up and shifting to be beside Molly to make sure 
he didnt go after Lucien. Wherever this helpful attitude was coming from, whatever the 
reason for it, Fjord wasnt going to dissuade Lucien from continuing by letting Molly hurt 
him. 


Lucien pushed himself up, turning to face them and sitting more comfortably on the floor. He 
curled his tail around himself, brushing his fingers over the blossoming bruise from where 
Molly had knelt on it. “You could try asking him if he wants to continue-“ 


“Thats rich, coming from you.” Molly snarled. Fjord had to stop him from moving forward, 
even if he fully agreed with Molly 8s sentiment and desire. 


“Tt either that or pick one of you to do it and just accept that’s all it will be.” Lucien 
retorted, seeming to get some of his confidence back as he stood to his feet. He was still 
nervous, though the blatant fear was hidden now behind a wall of sarcastic distain. “You 
seemed content enough with that the first time, even when he was begging to belong to us.’ 


I 


Again, Fjord had to grab Molly to keep him from lunging at Lucien. It sounded like the man 
was provoking them on purpose, and Fjord wasnt about to let either himself or Molly make 
their promise to Caleb a lie. They couldnt hurt Lucien despite how much of an ass he was 
being. And, truthfully, that wasn t enough of an excuse in this circumstance. Lucien had even 
been helpful, if only barely. And his attitude, and Molly’ thin control, was suggestion enough 
that Fjord should end this interaction and the two of them leave. 


Besides, Fjord doubted they’d get anything else of use out of him. They should just get back 
to Caleb. If being with the Omega helped in the aftermath of a broken bond, then they 
shouldn t have left him alone at all. He kept a half eye on Lucien as he turned to Molly, 
putting a growled demand into his tone to gain his attention. “Lets go, Molly.” 


Molly still glared at Lucien, but followed the order and let Fjord pull him towards the door. 
Fjord ushered Molly out, closing the door behind him. He let out a slow breath and, a few 
seconds later, heard a low scrape of furniture being moved and guessed Lucien was probably 
blocking the door. Part of him felt a bit of vindictive pleasure, but mostly he felt guilty. Fjord 
didn t like needlessly terrorizing people and, this time at least, Lucien hadn t really done 


anything to deserve it. He’d been about as helpful as he could, so far as Fjord could tell. 
Molly had never been able to accurately explain how his abilities worked, so it was no 
surprise Lucien couldn t either. 


He understood Molly’ anger, and he certainly understood how much easier it was to push 
that anger onto someone else, that didn t make it right. It could, in fact, make things worse. 
Fjord wouldnt be surprised at all if Lucien was up there plotting some way to exact 
vengeance on them both without triggering the hag’s curse in the process. 


The next order of business was thinking of what to say to Caleb. There was no way he'd miss 
Lucien's scent on them, not after how they'd both been in such close quarters. The only 
upside was the encounter likely hadn't lasted long enough that any of Lucien's potential 
distress would stick to them. That was the last thing they needed, Omega fear or stress while 
trying to create a bond. 


Caleb was better than he’d been when they’d left, though clearly distressed. He’d moved to 
the corner of Caduceus 5 bed, arms curled around his knees as he sat in a tight ball of tense 
anxiety. Molly let out a low whine of concern, quickly moving over to join the Omega. Fjord 
was right behind him, heart clenching at the wide-eyed look of uncertainty Caleb was turning 
their way. If nothing else, Lucien had been right about them staying with Caleb in the 
aftermath. 


Just as Fjord had predicted, Caleb caught Lucien’s scent on them both the moment they 
curled around him. Caleb stiffened, pulling back as his gaze locked with Fjords. Fjord was 
quick to reassure him before he could even ask. “We didnt hurt him, he’s fine.” 


A small lie because Lucien was a little bruised after all. Beyond that, the man was largely 
unharmed and Fjord was going to focus on that rather than worry Caleb. “Molly needed 
some Clarification on how to do this.” 


“Ah...” Caleb intoned, relaxing back against them. “And, ah... did he...” 


“He was woefully unhelpful.” Molly grumbled, tail flicking in irritation. “Boils down to what 
all new hemocraft skills require. Practice.”’ 


Caleb bit his lip, considering. That did not sound promising. 


At least they had said Lucien was unhurt, and both had previously promised not to harm the 
new Omega as well. Caleb could not smell blood and the two had not been gone very long, so 
he believed that promise to still be intact. More important now was comforting Molly. The 
lingering scent of anger was concerning, but mostly the Alpha was simply miserable. 


Caleb pushed away from Fjord, moving to curl himself around Molly more fully. The Tiefling 
buried his face in Caleb neck, letting out a shuddered breath as he clung to the mage. Caleb 
wanted to belong to them both, he had grown to care for both of them, but... he supposed he 
could still do that while only bearing one mark. It didn t seem like Molly was up for making, 
and potentially failing, any more attempts. Caleb would have born it if Molly were willing to 
attempt it, despite how painful the process was. He didnt much care for riding out the pain 


alone, but now that they knew there was no more advice to be had, Caleb was sure they’d 
stay if he asked. 


Caleb purred to get Molly’ attention, tracing a hand across his horn and through his hair 
until the Alpha looked up. “I would... would like to be yours. Both of yours. You can... you 
can practice on me, I can- ah, I can take it.” 


It was a little difficult to hold onto that bravado, given that he was essentially asking Molly to 
hurt him. But this was different, Caleb reminded himself. He was choosing this, or... would 
have eventually. He liked them, all of them, and despite how he shook and would probably 
flinch again, Caleb wanted to be theirs. He wanted... them. 


“T do want to, I just cant... keep hurting you.” Molly breathed out, looking away. 


It was warming to hear those words, to hear Molly deny his own desire with such conviction 
simply because it would bring Caleb pain, however temporary that pain would be. Caleb had 
come across few enough people that would put his wellbeing over their own wishes. 
Lingering fear or not, Caleb knew even more now that choosing them was the right path. 


“Okay.” Caleb said softly, leaning against Molly. He could return the favor, let go of what he 
wanted in favor of Molly's comfort. “Would you be alright if it were just Fjord s mark on me? 
Knowing that I am just as much yours and I... I care about you, even if it is only Fjord 
bonding me.”’ 


Would it be enough, Caleb wondered. Not too long ago he’d been convinced there was no 
room for him between them, now he worried (if only slightly) whether he would be a cause of 
resentment. Neither of them acted like any of the Alphas he’d been owned by before, neither 
showed the same tendency towards possessive jealousy, so it was not a pressing worry. They 
didn t share him with each other, they... 


If he listened to reason and logic, he would have to admit that they included him. Fjord had 
said equal partner once, though Caleb hadnt been able to accept it at the time. Now it was 
not so far-fetched. 


“Pretty sure I love you, Caleb.” Molly replied, the Alpha quirking a smile as Caleb felt his 
own cheeks warming. “Anything you’re willing to give, I'll be happy with.” 
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Beauregard 


Chapter Notes 


Who wants to hear all about Beauregard??? 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Most people would have called Beau's life easy, would have looked down on her because of 
what she had walked away from. Many did, and to her face, even if only once. Growing up 
the only child of the wealthiest family in Kamordah should have been easy, even with the 
stress of expectations. But there was nothing easy about not being the child either parent 
wanted. 


Even her name was proof of their immediate disappointment. Beauregard. They'd wanted a 
son and had gotten her instead. Beau had been six about the time she realized that her father 
hadn't wanted her. Thoreau wanted a little Thoreau junior, hadn't gotten one, and was 
standoffish and distant as a result. 


Even unwanted, she could have dealt with that. They weren't bad people, never hurt her or 
acted violently. It hadn't been a walk in the park to be such an unwanted disappointment, but 
she might have been able to stand it if they had let her have any sort of freedom to be herself 
other places. Beau had never understood just why her father was so paranoid, he never 
explained it. What she understood was how it affected her. 


Maybe it was the restricted freedoms, the underestimation, or just the way her father never 
looked at her twice unless scolding her. It could have been one or any of those that led Beau 
to steal from her own family's business. It was easy to get the wine, and even easier to sell at 
a markup. The arrangement led to some... questionable contacts. 


Thoreau found out about the bootlegging, and many other crimes, in Beau's early teens. 
Despite knowing how much of a disappointment she was to them, how much they'd rather 
have had a son rather than her, Beau was still surprised when Thoreau sold her to the Cobalt 
Soul. 


She'd not presented yet, so it was technically legal. 


Six months later she presented as Alpha and her training as a member of the Cobalt Soul 
began. At first she stayed because she had nowhere else to go. They couldn't force her to stay, 
they didn't own her for all that they'd made a deal with her father. That gamble had not paid 
off for them. She couldn't go home, not that she considered Kamordah home anymore. 


Nearly a year into her induction into the Soul, Beau met Dairon. Her first impression of the 
elf was noting how "very attractive" the other woman was. To say that interaction had not 


gone to plan would have been a gross understatement. It did, however, leave Beau feeling the 
first modicum of respect towards an authority figure. 


Training was harsh and difficult, even after she became Dairon's student. Beau didn't mind 
too much, at times even reveled in it. Fighting and becoming stronger, showing up other 
students, learning new techniques... There was plenty of boring book work too but at least 
when she got in trouble for skipping, Dairon would teach her a new fighting move. It was an 
odd mix of discipline/learning that Beau was surprised to admit worked. Beau respected 
Dairon, cared about her even. She was more a parent to Beau than her actual parents. 


Beau was nearing the end of formal training when war with Xhorhas was declared. There had 
been tensions for a while, for as long as Beau had known to pay attention to the boarder at 
least. She had gone on a few info gathering missions, so it was of no surprise when the king 
declared war officially. 


As the conflict grew and continued, Beau found herself being handed the less important 
missions. Dairon would vanish for weeks, or sometimes months, at a time. Yet Beau was sent 
out a few days here or there to deal with some petty bullshit. Beau wanted to help, to do 
something worthwhile. Not deal with some Starosta with a complaint about the weather. 


Zeenoth approached her near the height of the conflict. Beau had seen him around, always 
vaguely thought of him as a stuck-up prick, and her first interaction with him only reinforced 
that impression. He was haughty, too full of his own self-importance, and dismissive of any 
opinion not in line with his own. Oh, he did a good job at attempting to be polite, but Beau's 
personality had a way of cutting through things like that. She didn't like him, but he offered 
her a mission over the boarder to infiltrate and sabotage the enemy's line of supplies. 


Beauregard accepted. 


Looking back, it wasn't hard to see the parallels she had been drawing between her parents 
and Dairon. It hurt more, because Beau had respected Dairon and thought she had been 
respected in return. Being left behind, ignored, underestimated, unwanted... Beau had been 
angry, and Zeenoth had been there to fill the gap. 


His training methods were harsher, no room given for weakness or doubt. He focused on 
suppressing instinct, using it against an opponent in combat. Manipulating a target into doing 
what you wanted them to do, telling you the information willingly, sabotaging themselves. It 
was rigorous, harsh, but he always said he knew her potential was greater. That she could be 
better, stronger. 


Beau didn't accept right away when Zeenoth asked her to be his student. She still didn't like 
him, even if she thought he at least saw and acknowledged her capabilities. Her loyalty still 
lay with Dairon, despite how angry she still felt towards her mentor. She trained under him, 
sure, preparing for and completing missions that he handed down, but she still considered 
herself Dairon's student and told him as much. 


Tides were beginning to turn in the war when things changed. Dairon returned from a long 
mission, three months working in the heart of the Xhorhasian empire. Dairon hadn't been 
back in Rexxentrum long when Beau sought her out. It did, as ever, not go to plan. 


"Have you ever considered that we are wrong? That ours is not the only, nor even the best, 
way of life?" Dairon had said, disregarding the litany of demands for better missions, 
complaints of being looked over, that Beau had just laid out. "We have been taught and 
conditioned to ignore and even suppress the most vulnerable of our people. Even here, at the 
Cobalt Soul. And no one has questioned that." 


"What? What are you even talking about?" Beau snapped, temper rising at the casual 
dismissal of her concerns. Not even that, Dairon was just ignoring her. 


"This war with the Dynasty, the reason behind it." 


Beau rolled her eyes, arms crossing. "Yeah, it's real simple. They hide fugitives, steal our 
resources, and kill our people. I've seen it with my own eye, because unlike you, Zeenoth 
actually lets me take care of important missions." 


"Zeenoth," Dairon had said quietly, a small sigh slipping out. "Has his own interests he hides 
within a mask of working for the betterment of the Empire." 


"And that's so bad? He's not hurting anyone." Beau growled. His methods were harsh, but it 
made her stronger. Beau had thought, at the time, it was worth it. So what if Zeenoth profited 
a little too. 


"And the Omegas?" Dairon asked, turning away towards her desk. "He has more than one 
now. I've heard-" 


"Who cares!?" Beau exploded, all the building resentment and anger erupting at once. Beau 
had wanted to be seen, to be listened to, for all her teenage self would never have admitted it. 
All she heard in that moment was that she wasn't wanted. Her parents had been so consumed 
wanting a son, and here was Dairon consumed with some sudden concern for Omegas. So 
Beau repeated, without thought or regret, the phrase she'd heard over and over from Zeenoth's 
other students. His circle of influence. The Expositors she'd gone on so many missions with. 
"They're just Omegas!" 


Dairon had gone very still before slowly looking over her shoulder, tired and with an 
expression Beau had seen far too many times. Disappointment. Beau stepped back, furious 
and hurt, fleeing before Dairon had the chance to voice it. Beau didn't want to hear it again, 
how she'd disappointed. 


She'd been young, inexperienced, naive. Dairon died a few months later, the High Curator 
going missing soon after, and by the time she wanted to leave, Zeenoth held too much power 
for Beau to get away. 


Meeting the Mighty Nein had been salvation, even if she hadn't known it at the time. They 
were convenient mercenaries, useful in getting away after a mission. Then they were a 
mission themselves, manipulating and using them for the Empire (and Zeenoth's) gain. Then 
they were family, one she wasn't going to make the same mistakes she had with Dairon. 


Traveling with them changed a lot of her perspectives, but none more than meeting Caleb. 
She'd been raised in the Empire, in a wealthy family, and then trained and lived in 


Rexxentrum. She'd been indoctrinated with the same mentality towards Omegas as everyone. 
Under Dairon, she'd never considered them less, not inherently. Weaker, sure. Property, yeah 
but that was just the law. They were still people, even if she saw few and paid attention to 
basically none of them. 


Zeenoth taught differently, though nothing so overt that Beau might have immediately 
disagreed with. But he taught they were weak, driven by instinct with an inability to 
overcome it. That was why the Soul did not train Omegas or let them in their ranks. The 
Assembly did, Zeenoth's distain for that clear, and Beau (who hated the Assembly as much as 
any monk) naturally agreed. 


Caleb proved different. He proved to be nothing like Beau had assumed, been taught, or 
observed the Assembly mages or Omegas to be. Beau had known for a long time that 
Zeenoth was wrong about a lot of things, but Caleb joining the pack made it personal. 
Learning more about him, his history, his friends, his connection to Zeenoth... Beau began to 
draw connections. Threads that pointed to a much deeper problem. 


The change of power at the Assembly, Yudala missing, Zeenoth's rise to power, the attack on 
him soon after. Beau had been suspicious about some of those, but she'd not known just how 
closely all were connected until hearing it from Caleb's side. Beau knew she was still missing 
details, she suspected that Caleb and Astrid had a hand in Yudala's disappearance, but what 
concrete evidence she had now was concerning. 


Getting Astrid and Eodwulf out were first priority for two reasons. First being they couldn't 
make any moves against Zeenoth while he still had those two. It would hurt Caleb, which 
meant it hurt them all. Second, the two other mages would likely have more information, 
especially Astrid. Beau gathered that she hadn't left Zeenoth's side since all that had gone 
down, so she probably had the inside track on any dirt Beau would need to go against the 
High Curator. 


With Caleb being pack again, marked by Fjord, they could get the ball moving. As far as re- 
dos went, it looked like it had been pretty easy. With the obvious exception that the double 
bond had failed, the extra bite marks proof of that. Beau had met Fjord's gaze, glancing up 
and lifting her eyebrow in question whether she needed to talk with Lucien about it. He'd 
shaken his head, everyone had bunked down again after dinner, and Beau had let the matter 
drop. She hadn't been in a great headspace to be questioning anyone, especially a new made 
Omega with a personality like Lucien's. 


Besides, Caleb had seemed content, happy even. The Omega had even come over and sat 
with her, purred for her, even though she scared the hell out of him earlier that same day. He 
was amazing. Beau loved and adored Yasha and Jester, wouldn't change a thing about them, 
but she still thought Fjord and Molly were the luckiest bastards to have an Omega like Caleb. 
They all were. Despite the prospect of Rexentrum in the morning, everyone had been in good 
spirits. 


Beau tried, she really did, but unrest and worry kept her up. Zeenoth's words still circled in 
her mind, the promised discussion a looming threat. Everyone (except Veth who stayed with 
Luc and Yezza) had piled together in the living room again that night. Beau hadn't slept, had 
opted instead to go back outside. Wandering into the woods at night was a foolishness she 


dismissed even with as strung out as she was now. Instead, Beau scaled the side of the house, 
finding a semi comfortable place to sit and think. 


It was a surprise when the sun came up, the bright rays of light spilling over the top of the 
trees. Beau stretched slowly, careful to keep her balance as she moved stiff muscles. Smoke 
was beginning to curl out of the chimney, evidence someone had started a fire (and likely 
breakfast). Jester would be up soon then, would worry if she saw Beau gone again. Yasha 
was probably already awake and worried. 


There was no easy solution, none that Beau had come up with through the night anyway. 
However long they stayed in Rexxentrum, it wasn't going to be pleasant. Getting to Astrid 
wouldn't be easy, and if they screwed up, then that would make getting to Eodwulf harder or 
even impossible. Much as Beau hated to think about it, there was the possibility Caleb would 
turn against them if Eodwulf was threatened. She didn't want him to have to face that choice, 
didn't want any of them to deal with the fallout of that, so they would need to be careful. 


Sufficiently warmed up, enough she wouldn't break anything, Beau opted to simply jump 
down to the ground. She used the side of the house to slow her fall, landing near silently on 
the patchy moss at the base of the building. Inside there was indeed a fire going, Caduceus 
putting a kettle over it when she walked in. Jester was just blinking herself away, so Beau 
headed over and dropped down between her and Yasha. Jester immediately grabbed onto her, 
burrowing in with a sleepy mumble. 


"You're gonna have to wake up eventually." Beau teased, still feeling a little off but better 
now she was back with all of them. "We've got a full schedule of treason and world saving to 
do." 


"Not treason." Molly interjected. "Just theft, technically. We only plan to piss off Zeenoth, 
not the king, remember?" 


"You think those two don't equal the same thing?" Beau scoffed. 


"We were useful to Dwendal before Zeenoth got involved, so hopefully no." Fjord sighed, 
stretching as he got to his feet. 


Beau shrugged, although she supposed she could concede the point. It felt like the same thing 
to her, with how much power and control Zeenoth had, but Fjord was right. The Nein had 
worked for Dwendal before Zeenoth had set his sights on them. Molly had a point too. 
Legally, what they had planned was just stealing. Maybe a little prison break in regard to 
Eodwulf, but even that was questionable. 


Beau wouldn’t put it past Zeenoth to have imprisoned the man under false pretenses or have 
manufactured some cover for why Eodwulf had vanished. And that was if anyone noticed 
Eodwulf’s absence in the first place. Beau only knew what Caleb had said about the man. 
Seeing as the Omega wasn’t keen to share, Beau had no idea whether there were friends or 
family that had noticed his absence. 


"When do you wish to leave?" Caleb’s question interrupted Beau’s musings; the mage still 
curled up next to Molly. 


"The sooner the better." Beau answered, trying to keep her tone neutral. Judging by how 
Caleb shrank back against Molly, she wasn't entirely successful. Which sucked because this 
next bit of news wasn't going to make him feel any better. "Not sure the extent of what he 
knows, but Zeenoth's got some kind of informant in the Revelry. Low rank probably, or he'd 
have known about Avantika before us. He wanted to know why we screwed up, basically." 


Beauregard took a breath, letting Jester link their fingers. She half expected Caleb to throw 
fire at her again, was mentally preparing herself to not retaliate. "He had Astrid message me 
directly." 


Caleb looked up at her sharply, moving in a short jerking motion that he quickly cut off. He 
didn’t attack, just let out a high thin whine of distress that had Fjord dropping back down 
beside the Omega to offer comfort. Beau hated giving him that news, though given how 
much pain and fear had been in Astrid’s voice, she was a little glad that Caleb hadn’t had to 
hear it himself. Not that it mattered, because Caleb probably knew just as easily how angry 
the High Curator had to have been. 


“T did my best to cover, said we’d fix it and would be in town within the next few days.” 
Beau ground out, looking away from Caleb guiltily. “He just said we’d discuss it when I got 
there.” 


“Not exactly how I would have wanted to break the news...” Fjord grumbled, leaning back as 
Caleb sat up and fumbled about his components pouch. The mage pulled out some wire, but 
stopped again with another distressed whine. 


“What do you need, Caleb, how can we help?” Jester asked, keeping her hold on Beau’s hand 
as she leaned toward the mage a little. 


Caleb shook his head, drawing in a shuddered breath. “I d-don’t- I would message her, but- 
if- if he is there...” 


“T could scry on Zeenoth, see if he’s there?” Jester offered, glancing warily at Beau. 


Beauregard just grimaced, knowing exactly why Jester was wary of doing that. It wasn’t 
likely, especially for one like Zeenoth who didn’t know any magic, but it was possible to 
sense an attempted scry. Hell, Lucien just plain saw it outright. Used to, anyway. Zeenoth 
probably wouldn’t but depending on where he was and who he was with, it wasn’t outside the 
realm of possibility. 


And if Zeenoth was with Astrid... the picture Jester might see wasn’t likely to be a pleasant 
one. 


“Should be safe for her. Doubtful he’d notice. And if you can’t see him at all, he’s probably 
in some meeting. He’d be back at the capital by now, and most of the people in power have 
warded rooms.” Beau told her. 


Jester nodded, handing Beau off to Yasha (the Aasimar linking their fingers together just as 
Jester had). Caleb watched Jester leave the room, near vibrating with tense anxiety even as 


the cleric returned only a few moments later. He’d seen a scry spell before, knew it took time 
to cast, and tried very hard to be patient as he waited. 


It wasn’t often that Zeenoth bypassed Caleb when he was available to be used as a 
mouthpiece. The few times it had happened, Caleb only found out about it because his 
owners would tell him. Mostly along the lines of “bring us to Rexxentrum, the High Curator 
has need of you” or some such. Each of those times was absolute hell, mostly to punish 
Astrid. Every so often it was both of them being reminded of the cost of disobedience, though 
they both worked hard to keep that from happening. 


Ten minutes could not pass quickly enough, Jester’s eyes flashing and glowing white as the 
spell took hold. “Okay! Okay, I see him, um...” 


Jester squinted, head tilting this way and that, turning as if she were looking around. “I don’t 
see anyone with him... I think he’s just out on the streets right now.” 


That was good enough for Caleb. He did not wait for Jester to end her spell before casting his 
own, hurrying through the words and motions with practice ease. 


“Astrid?” Caleb spoke as he cast the spell, words failing him soon after. She wasn’t okay, that 
was a fact well know. She was hurt, being with Zeenoth always meant pain. There were no 
words of comfort he could offer that would mean anything, no promises he could make that 
would not be a risk for her to know. Even an apology meant nothing. Caleb could not change 
the outcome of the pack’s failure. The spell slipped from his grasp before he could make 
himself say anything else, Caleb closing his eyes and waiting with bated breath for a reply. 


Ich lebe. 


She sounded tired, exhausted, and her voice was as rough as he’d ever heard it. She’d been 
hurt, again, because of him. But she lived. For so many years that had been enough, had been 
all they’d had. 


“T can try and look for her when I go see him.” Beau offered gently, gaining Caleb’s attention. 
“Make sure she’s okay.” 


“And when we get her out, I’Il make sure to heal her, okay?” Jester chimed in. “Every little 
scratch, okay? And she’ll be alright, I promise.” 


Caleb nodded, throat tight as he burrowed further into Molly and Fjord’s arms. It felt wrong, 
to be safe and unharmed all while knowing Astrid suffered. But soon. Soon she would be safe 
too, Wulf would be whole, and Astrid would be back with Eodwulf where she always wanted 
so desperately to be. 


Chapter End Notes 


Fun fact, this is not at all what I had planned for this chapter. I was going to take us to 
Rexxentrum. But Beau needed her story told. 


Rexxentrum 


It was raining when they arrived in Rexxentrum, in complete contrast to the crisp clear sky 
above the blooming Grove. The sudden dousing of water was enough to make Veth curse, 
and Caleb cringe. He'd not brought them inside of the city, for all that his familiarity with the 
place would have made it possible for him to teleport them anywhere they may have desired. 
Caleb had meant to bring them to the heart of the city, but somewhere between beginning the 
spell and releasing the arcane energy... his will had faltered. Not enough to fail or lose the 
weave, just enough that the walls of the city were a good few miles in the distance. 


He was regretting that in face of the weather, but more so the disgruntled expressions of the 
pack. 


"At least nobody got hurt this time." Beau quipped. 


There was no menace in her tone, but Caleb still winced. He barely kept it from turning into a 
flinch when Molly touched him, the soft contact startling his already frayed nerves. 
Rexxentrum, and all the pain and rules it brought with it, was already putting a strain on his 
composure and they were not even within its walls. And Caleb had yet to remind them about 
the magic dampening collar. Just the thought of placing it about his throat again- 


But no. Not yet. He could go without the collar just for a little while longer. 
"You okay?" Molly asked gently, wavering as if unsure his attention would be well received. 


Caleb smiled for him, doing his best to /ook okay even if he felt like turning tail and running. 
But Astrid was here, and they had promised to help. He had enough stolen moments of 
comfort, he would gladly bare any pain for the chance of saving her and Wulf. 


"Ja. Iam fine." Caleb replied, heart skipping with anxious fear as a frown crossed Molly's 
face. The Alpha's disbelief was obvious, so Caleb amended his words quickly. "I-it is, ah, the 
city is not... pleasant. For me." 


"He's not mad, just worried." Fjord informed him, looking completely unbothered by the rain. 
Yasha either, now that Caleb looked closer. Her eyes were closed, face lifted, and the large 
Aasimar woman appeared to be enjoying the rain. 


Caleb glanced between them, relaxing as the truth of Fjord's statement sank in. He leaned in 
closer to Molly, nuzzling into the Tiefling's neck in silent apology. Of course Molly was not 
angry, had likely not even noticed the small lie. 


"We will watch out for you here." Yasha stated evenly. Her gaze drifted over to him before 
her attention focused on the capital in the distance. "Just like at Brokenbank." 


"And we should get going. Before everyone catches a cold." Veth complained, already 
heading toward the muddy road not too far away. The others followed and they began a 
miserable walk to the capital. 


The wind grew stronger as they trudged along and, by the time the outer walls of the city 
were within a reasonable distance, the rain had lightened considerably. The temperature had 
dropped as well, leaving the pack shivering as they walked in a tight knit group. Caleb was in 
the center, which he was very glad to accept with no complaints. It was warmer, if only 
marginally, and kept him out of the sight of the rare passerby. 


Caleb also had a resurgence of appreciation for the clothing and boots the Nein had given 
him. Cold he may be, but it was not the bone deep chill that he knew it could have been. He’d 
walked further, in worse weather, with less clothing. He wasn’t even hungry. Even if he were, 
Caleb suspected that wouldn’t have been a problem very long. He could hear Jester 
reminiscing of some bakery even at that very moment. Knowing her, said bakery would be 
their first stop and Caleb would find himself offered food very quickly. 


Caleb didn’t mind, being overfed was better than being starved. And besides, he knew there 
were an abundance of stray cats that would be delighted for him to slip them what he could 
not stomach to eat. He probably pushed his luck by doing such, but he’d yet to determine 
how to decline anything Jester offered. She was always so eager and excited when he 
accepted food from her. 


Caleb’s musings were enough to distract him from his worries for a time. Up until he saw the 
first guard. They were coming up on the walls of the city, the gates open for the afternoon 
traffic. They were still far enough away that it was unlikely the guards had clocked their 
approach as anything but additional travelers, much less caught sight of Caleb. Not, Caleb 
reminded himself, that they would immediately be able to pick out what he was. In the 
aftermath of the rain, and with the drizzle still coming down, catching someone’s scent would 
be quite difficult. 


Even still, Caleb’s limbs slowed, throat tightening with ingrained fear. He knew he should be 
grateful that he even still had the thing. With all that had happened with the Revelry and 
Lucien, there had been the real possibility it could have been lost or stolen. The Nein would 
have had to replace it, eventually, which would have meant going to the Assembly. 


Being fitted for such a device was... not fun, to put it lightly. Astrid had been fortunate 
enough to have Ikithon’s protection when hers was made. Thin as it was, she had not suffered 
quite as many indignities at the time. Caleb had been brought there fresh from his ‘lesson’ 
after attempting to free Eodwulf. He’d not had the strength nor willpower to resist anything 
they’d wished to inflict on him. Once they’d stripped him of his magic, he’d not had the 
ability at all. 


Time was running short, however much Caleb would prefer to delay. If he did not speak up 
now, he risked drawing attention. A collarless Omega was fair game to be taken, whether or 
not the owner was right there. They could get him back, yes, though not quickly. The time 
spent tin custody of the guard would not be a pleasant one for Caleb either. He drew in a 
shaking breath, retrieving the collar from his bag with one hand while he reached out to Fjord 
with the other. 


"Fjord..." Caleb said lowly, hating the uncertain wariness back in his tone. 


Fjord turned around as the pack came to a stop, blinking in confusion at the harsh metal 
collar the Caleb held out to him. The warlock’s brow furrowed, the Alpha drawing in a breath 
to speak before stopping suddenly. He glanced toward the city, understanding and deep 
displeasure crossing his face. Fjord didn’t comment, only accepted the collar from Caleb 
silently. 


"I... it- it is... required. C-could you..." He trailed off, looking away. He had no qualms 
putting on the other, the one of soft leather Jester had made for him. He /iked that one 
actually. It was the nicest he’d ever received. This one, however... Much as Caleb had been 
trying to build up his nerve, he could not make himself clip it around his throat, could not 
willingly bind his own magic. 


He did feel bad about asking, especially as he was not quick enough to hide the flash of fear. 
He bared his throat automatically, chin tilted to give Fjord easy access, and fought to keep 
from shaking. It was Fjord, he wasn't being punished, they weren't bringing him back to 
Zeenoth for retraining. 


None of the internal reminders helped prevent the settled familiar dread as the metal clicked 
around his throat, his magic pushed and locked away out of reach. He always felt some 
amount of helpless in the hands of those who owned him, but with this it was... more 
complete. He had literally no defenses, no way to protect himself. Even Fjord's hand on his 
cheek, whispered apologies and reassurances in his ear, did nothing to counteract the cold 
fear. Fjord wouldn’t hurt him, he... he knew that. 


“Ts there anything else we need to know, Caleb?” Jester asked, stepping up beside him. “We 
don’t want to mess up anything or get you in trouble.” 


“This.” Caleb said, gesturing to the collar. He couldn’t bring himself to touch it now that it 
was closed around his neck, that lesson had been beaten into him far too well. “Ah, so long 
as- as | am accompanied by an Alpha, there should not be any trouble.” 


There was always an off chance, but all of the Nein Alpha’s looked intimidating enough that 
Caleb couldn’t imagine anyone trying anything without a very good reason. And even if they 
did, theft of an Omega was taken very seriously. Mages would be called to cast truth spells, 
and the guilty party attempting the theft was often executed. 


“Tf you think of anything else, let us know. In the meantime, we should find somewhere to 
stay.” Fjord said, glancing over at Molly as he spoke. 


Caleb soon had the Tiefling near plastered against him, arm around him holding him close to 
the Alpha’s side. It was alarming at first, his body going stiff until his mind caught up that the 
sudden movement wasn’t bringing pain. After that, it was more than a little reassuring. They 
were all on guard, taking his words seriously. The guards at the gate definitely noticed his 
designation, but none of them commented or spared the group more than a cursory glance. 


It was rather... anticlimactic, in a way. 


Caleb felt a little foolish for his anxiety, commenting upon it only to himself in his own mind 
since no one else seemed to be inclined. Omegas were rare, but not golden geese never seen 


in the general population. A city as large and wealthy as Rexxentrum was sure to have a few 
in residence, and more that passed through it. No maybe about it, Caleb knew it for a fact. 
Not that you’d see one walking around down in the lower quarters of the city, usually only 
the most wealthy elite owned them. Point being, Caleb felt himself an idiot for expecting 
problems the moment they set foot in the city. 


Thankfully, Jester’s enthusiasm for all things provided an excellent distraction for Caleb. The 
cleric really was, by far, becoming his favorite among the pack (besides the complicated 
feelings he had over Molly and Fjord that is). She bound up to the front of the group, turning 
to face them while still walking. “Alright you guys, I know we totally need to find a place to 
stay, but first we need some food! It’s way past lunch.” 


“Shops are probably pretty empty thanks to the rain, we could get a few things?” Beau 
suggested, surprising everyone. 


“Yes! That, totally!” Jester agreed, holding up a hand and counting on her fingers. “Food, 
shops, then we should totally go tell the guardsmaster or someone we’re here to report to 
Dwendal, ummm.... What else...” 


It didn’t take much for Caleb to realize they were procrastinating, or specifically Beau was 
taking as long as she could before going to Zeenoth. Likely the plan was to be with them 
until she knew where they were going to be staying, then she would leave for the Cobalt 
Soul. The longer they took to get around to that, the less time she had to be around him. 


aoa ee aeaa 


“I’m sorry, sir, but we do not allow Omegas in the rooms.” 


Fjord stared at the woman, speechless. He could only pray that he had heard wrong, that they 
weren’t saying (in the same manner one might deny a customer bringing a pet inside an 
establishment) that Caleb was not allowed inside. Besides the tension of simply arriving here, 
the day had been decent as far as things went and Fjord did not want to end it like this. 


Jester had filled up the majority of their afternoon going to shops, bakeries, bookstores 
(which Fjord was delighted to discover was an interest of Caleb’s), and even a temple or two. 
He had also noticed that, after around the fourth or fifth time Jester had brought the mage a 
treat from a bakery, the Omega had begun disposing of the offering to some stray felines. 


Caleb’s interest in cats was unfortunate, for Fjord at least, though he was still glad to learn 
anything of the man. Watching him pet the few that drew close enough was far too adorable 
for words. Yasha seemed to be in on it, mostly because she’d taken it upon herself to keep by 
the mage during the day. At least until the streets had gotten busier and Caleb had put himself 
at Fjord’s side and hadn’t strayed after that. 


With all those stops, and a brief one to find someone to send a message to the palace, it was 
now hear evening and they were only just now trying to find an inn or tavern to stay at. 
Fjord’s first choice had been the Cozy Brook Inn, on the opposite side of the city from the 
Cobalt Soul. He’d rather a quiet place to stay rather than a tavern center-city where he’d have 


to worry about drunken fools bothering them (namely Caleb) at any point. This outright 
refusal from his first choice was... unexpected. 


“You... what?” Fjord finally managed to sputter out a question. Just what was this lady 
expecting them to do, chain him up outside? 


“We do offer complementary accommodations for them. You will have a key and full access 
any time you wish.” The lady behind the counter sounded bored, not even looking at Caleb as 
she explained for all that the mage was at Fjord’s side. 


“What accommodations?” Fjord eventually managed to ask after far too long of open- 
mouthed gaping at her. 


The woman reached to grab a key, stepping away from the counter and waving at them to 
follow as she headed down one of the two open doorways from the front room. Fjord did so, 
automatically waving the others back as he went. If there was trouble, Fjord was sure he 
could survive long enough to pull the collar off Caleb so the mage could magic them back to 
the others. Though, once they’d reached their destination, Fjord very much wished he had 
pushed Caleb into Molly’s arms to follow this woman on his own. 


Cages. Four of them in a neat little row, littered with straw. Chains dangled in some, and most 
all of them had visible blood stains. There was about ten square feet of empty space between 
the entrance where they stood and the cages, also covered in straw. Worst of all was the 

smell. It reeked of Omega fear, if somewhat stale. Thank the gods it was currently empty, it 
was all Fjord could do not to round on the Beta woman and shake her with a snarled question 
of ‘why’. 


“It’s five silver a night, per room. Two copper additional if you want your Omega fed.” She 
explained, still far too disinterested for the horror she was speaking. ““There’s space if you 
need to train him or entertain yourself, the only rule is you clean up after-“ 


Fjord barely looked at the woman as he turned around abruptly, choking out the most polite 
tone he could as he reached to take Caleb’s wrist in hand. He was near blind with fury and 
was honestly terrified to even begin to think how Caleb was reacting to this. “I think we’ll 
look elsewhere, thank you.” 


He couldn’t leave fast enough, was probably dragging Caleb a little too quickly if he were 
honest. He forced himself to slow down, to ease his grip on Caleb’s wrist. Fjord was going to 
end up scaring the Omega if he wasn’t careful. Most of all right now he very desperately 
needed Caleb to know this wasn’t an option. “We’re not doing that, not a chance in hell, 
alright?” 


“Yes, Fjord.” Caleb replied shakily, which didn’t exactly fill the warlock with confidence. 


The rest of the pack followed the two of them out of the inn, back onto the darkening streets. 
Jester was the one to speak up after a few blocks, slowing the furious pace Fjord had set. This 
was done by just... tugging Caleb to walk slower, Fjord automatically adjusting to stay near 
the mage. 


“So, how did it go, did you get us any rooms?” Jester asked, voice sweetly melodic and 
absolutely dripping with sarcasm. 


“What gives, Fjord. You came out like she just stabbed your favorite puppy or something.” 
Beau added, giving a pointed look at where he still held onto Caleb’s arm. 


“Their accommodations left something to be desired.” Fjord growled, finally letting the 
Omega go. He was unsure if he had it in him to describe what he’d seen. He couldn’t even 
begin to imagine putting a person in there, and to think someone had left Caleb like that 
before... 


“Alright, well, we’ve got some gold, why don’t we go uptown a little bit?” Molly suggested, 
the worried frown on his face telling Fjord he knew something was up beyond a poorly 
furnished room. 


Fjord took a few long breaths, holding each for a second in a shortened parody of meditation. 
It was enough to calm him, helped along greatly by Caleb’s mostly relaxed attitude. He 
wasn’t worried or afraid, which meant he probably wasn’t worried they’d actually leave him 
in a cage. 


“Oooh, maybe we can find one that has a bathhouse!” Jester laughed, linking her arm around 
Caleb’s. She ranged ahead with Yasha on the other side of the mage, all of them still mindful 
that an Alpha be by his side at all times. 


A more prestigious neighborhood was likely a better idea. That inn was probably an outlier, 
looking for extra cash or just run by someone not worth the air they breathed. As horrified as 
Fjord was to discover such a thing existed at all, he really didn’t want to believe it was 
common place. Even in a city like Rexxentrum. 


Yet, four attempts later, and Fjord was beginning to get frustrated and was struggling not to 
let it show. Caleb was back at his side again, had come to him the instant Jester’s hands were 
not on him. The wizard’s behavior should probably have worried him, but Fjord was too busy 
being grateful Caleb’s presence was keeping him from loosing his temper. 


None of the inns were budging on the rule, and neither were the couple of taverns they'd tried 
either. Even Beau’s attempts at threatening and persuading did little. The only thing keeping 
Fjord even halfway on track was the desire not to scare Caleb. Otherwise, Fjord might have 
punched a few people and shouted at even more. But he needed to have some semblance of 
calm. 


Caleb knew they wouldn't do that to him. He had to know they'd sleep on the streets rather 
than subject him to that. As the evening wore on, Fjord was beginning to think a night out 
under the stars was going to be inevitable. 


After the current rejection, though Fjord was indulging in the desire to argue his point, he 
noticed a sense of creeping resignation. Not fear, not really, or if it was it was too deep and 
endless for him to fully process. Caleb was still at his side, hadn't moved out of step since 
that first attempt at securing a room at an inn. That should have been a red flag, but Fjord had 
been too incensed to see Caleb's state of mind. 


Fjord ended his attempts to convince the current inn keeper abruptly, leading the way outside 
and down a side alley quickly. He paid little attention to the others beyond knowing they 
were there, were keeping guard. The rain had stopped, but it could have been a torrential 
downpour for all he paid attention to the weather. His focus was on Caleb, on pulling him out 
of whatever dark fears put such misery into his expression. 


mn 


Caleb had forgotten, but he hadn’t. Could never forget. Caleb had just grown complacent, 
somehow comfortable enough with this pack to have managed to disregard the one universal 
rule here in Rexxentrum. It had been a long time since he’d been brought back here by an 
owner who did not have a private estate, or an invitation to the palace, or had been bringing 
him straight to Zeenoth. 


But here they were, same as always. 


Cages. Small, far too small, and ridden with the stench of misery, pain, blood, and even sex. 
Places like this had haunted his nightmares, left him waking in a cold sweat too terrified to 
make a sound. You had to be quiet here, had to be silent. Masters were not the only ones with 
a key and attracting attention in the cages was very very bad. 


His first night in one he’d been muzzled. The device had been on him for three days already, 
but he’d still found himself sickly grateful for it on that night. There had been one other 
Omega there, a female, and she’d cried. When the stableman had kicked the cage and cursed 
at her to shut up, she’d spoken. Begged apologies, but it wasn’t the silence that had been 
demanded. 


She’d kept babbling when he’d unlocked the cage, dragged her out. Probably young, new to 
being Omega. He could still remember her screams. The stableman hadn’t stopped until she 
was quiet, half unconscious and bleeding in far too many places. He’d thrown the girl 
crumpled back into the cage, redressed himself, and left without a backwards glance. Caleb 
didn’t know what the inn had done to compensate the owner. Paid them for damaged property 
most likely, the amount dependent upon whether the Omega lived or died. 


Still cheaper than the fine the crown imposed on breaking their law. Omega’s weren’t people, 
weren’t important enough to be allowed a room. Not even to set foot in one, even to be used 
by their owner. Not in a public establishment. Not in the Empire. 


And as Fjord went into one inn after another, each owner telling him the same as the first, 
Caleb knew how it would end. By the third time Fjord stormed unhappily from an 
establishment, Caleb had begun preparing himself. They weren't going to have a choice. 
Sleeping on the streets was unsafe, hardly an option, and they shouldn't have to resort to that. 
This latest proprietor was a dry toned Dwarf, entirely unblinking in the face of Fjord’s 
attempts to reason or negotiate. 


Caleb wished the Alpha would just stop. Would get it over with and accept what Caleb was 
already prepared for. 


He'd suffered through the cages before, he could handle it for a night. 


Or two. 
Or three. 


More? How long would it take for Dwendal to call the pack? What if they left him there? 
Forgot him? Collared, bound, left to the whims of whomever ran the establishment. Sold 
even, left as a plaything for gold. 


They wouldn't, they wouldn't, he knew that.... 


But they could. And so easily. He was just an Omega, one who dared ask so much of them 
and gave practically nothing in return. 


“Forget it! I'l find a room elsewhere!” Fjord’s voice sounded far away, though the 
underlaying thread of anger in the Alpha’s tone made Caleb’s throat tighten further. 


A hand wrapped around his wrist and Caleb followed it blindly. Was he in trouble? He’d 
thought he had been being obedient, but he must have done something wrong. He didn’t want 
to be left outside, tied up. Smaller towns didn’t have cages sometimes, but still followed that 
law. 


But, no, this was Rexxentrum, all the inns were laid out the same. The pack wouldn’t be able 
to find anything else. No one would make an exception, not for this. Caleb had told them they 
would be in the city for a while, days likely, and it was either this or take him to the Soul. 


Caleb’s breath caught, racing too fast, making his head swim. He’d been good, he didn’t need 
training. Unless they’d changed their mind? He’d attacked Beauregard once, but she’d 
forgiven him. They all had, he... he thought... 


“Breathe, Caleb.” The growled demand was insistent, tone a firm dominance. Caleb couldn’t 
help but obey, sucking in a too sharp breath again and again. It was wrong, not what his 
Alpha wanted and he knew it. Blind panic had Caleb trying to back away from the Alpha in 
front of him, though he’d hardly moved a step when he ran into another body. 


Fear threatened to choke him as hands touched his face, the heady scent of Alpha invading 
his conscious. He was being pushed forward, back into the arms of the one he’d tried to run 
away from. He couldn't- he couldn't, please, where were Fjord or Molly? 


"Breathe, Caleb, I'm right here. Slow down. Breathe." A firm order, Alpha, but gentle. With 
the next words, Caleb knew it was Fjord, knew he was safe. Was present again. "Good boy, 
you're doing good." 


No one but the Nein had ever offered praise, comfort. Caleb craved it and Fjord was always 
so willing to provide. 


Molly was pressed close behind Caleb, trapping him in between the two. Despite being so 
surrounded, held unable to move, Caleb drew comfort rather than anything else. He jerked 
weakly at the feeling of lips at his neck, just above the collar. There were no teeth, no pain of 
a bite, just murmured words of reassurance before a soft kiss. 


Caleb opened his eyes to the darkening overcast skies of Rexxentrum, not entirely sure when 
he'd closed them. His hands were curled into fists, the fabric of Fjord's tunic twisted in each. 
It was something that should alarm him, the liberties he was taking, but... it didn't. 


"There you are." Fjord spoke lowly, almost a rumbled whisper. "Welcome back." 


Caleb had never heard more accurate words, though he could do little more than bury his face 
in Fjords neck and breathe deep of the Alpha's calming scent. Gods, he hated this city. 
Usually, it was just another extension of the unending pain and fear he lived with. After being 
with the Nein, having safety and comfort and a decided lack of pain, it was... Rexxentrum 
was a jarring step back into the swirling vortex of terror and helplessness. 


“Sorry.” Caleb apologized once he was certain he could speak without his voice shaking. 


“Tt’s not your fault.” Molly replied instantly, stepping back to give Caleb room to do the 
same. 


Caleb shook his head, eyes on the ground as he shifted out of Fjord’s embrace, though he 
stayed within arm’s reach. “It- I should have warned you, it is... not something I have had to 
deal with in some time. Most of my previous... ah, they had their own estate. Or brought me 
to- to the Cobalt Soul.” 


“We could always stay at the palace...” Fjord said dubiously, looking past where Beau and 
Veth kept watch at the end of the alley, the two of them heading back to rejoin them now that 
Caleb had recovered. “It’s been offered before, so maybe-“ 


“No.” Caleb interrupted quickly, heart clenching. That would be so much worse than any inn. 
He’d done that far too often as well. While the guards there didn’t dare do anything sexual, 
they’d found many other cruel ways to amuse themselves with guest’s Omegas. “Please.” 


“We won’t.” Molly assured quickly, throwing Fjord a worried look. “We’ll figure something 
out.” 


“T know!” Jester chirped in sudden excitement. “Caleb, why don’t you polymorph into 
something small and we can just carry you in! No one will even know you’re there!” 


“Collar.” Caleb muttered. Her idea had merit, but he wasn’t sure he could handle taking the 
collar off. It was a thin protection here, but right now he wasn’t sure he wanted it taken away. 
Even with the pack displaying very obviously they would keep him safe if it came down to it. 


“We’ll need to pick a different inn, this one will wonder why all of a sudden we don’t have an 
Omega with us.” Molly stated, jerking his thumb back the way they’d come. “Especially with 
how Fjord was arguing with the guy.” 


“Find one without me.” Beau spoke up suddenly, grimacing unhappily. “I’ve got to report to 
Zeenoth and I need to get going. Doubt I’Il be staying with you guys the next few days 
anyway. I’ll probably be back around the time we’re set to meet with Dwendal.” 


“Be careful.” Yasha advised; expression worried despite Beau’s confident smirk. 


Jester sent Beauregard off with a kiss, waiting just long enough for the monk to turn the 
comer before the blue Tiefling rounded on Caleb. “So! Do you want me to polymorph you?” 


Bad Night, Better Morning 


“Aw! You’re adorable!” Jester squealed, hands flying up to her cheeks as she looked down at 
Caleb. 


If he had been able in his new feline form, Caleb would have blushed. In retrospect, he 
should perhaps have given some stipulations on what Jester might polymorph him into. His 
own thoughts had been a bird or some similarly small creature. He supposed a cat qualified, 
but still... Given Jester’s strange sense of humor, Caleb could only guess that he had not been 
quite as stealthy as he might have hoped with the spare bits of baked goods earlier. 


At least Jester was not angry with him. This form of teasing Caleb could easily handle. It was 
not all that humiliating, more of a slight embarrassment at most, and most importantly it was 
painless. He wasn’t too alarmed at being cooed over. Even Yasha, towering over him as she 
came closer to see Jester’s handiwork, was not all that intimidating. Their delight was just too 
obvious. 


However, Fjord’s expression was alarming, as was the warlock’s two paces backwards. Caleb 
couldn’t help how his ears pinned back, fur fluffing with instinctive fear. He couldn’t fathom 
what he might have done, but being in such a small form around an upset Alpha was... not 
ideal. Large hands around his ribs startled Caleb into leaping forward, though his paws were 
off the ground before he could get any purchase. 


“Oh, he’s so soft.” Yasha breathed in amazement, curling cat Caleb to her chest. The soft 
words and even gentler hands were enough to sooth his nerves, and the others closing in to 
verify her claim for themselves was distraction enough as well. Molly demanded a turn to 
hold cat Caleb, Veth scolding both him and Yasha to be careful and not drop Caleb, all while 
Jester near cackled with glee. 


The four of them spent a few minutes fussing and fighting over him, much to Caleb’s 
bewilderment. He still couldn’t find it in him to mind, might even be inclined to say he 
enjoyed the attention. He was pleasing them just by existing and that... was a nice feeling. 
Caleb meowed in Molly’s face when the Tiefling held him up (much to Jester’s giggled 
delight), purred and rubbed his head under Veth’s chin when she held him, and batted at 
Yasha’s face with a paw in hopes of getting another laugh from Jester (which he did). They 
were very gentle passing him around, until eventually Jester took him. 


“Don’t worry, you can totally ride with me!” Jester promised, taking Caleb from Molly’s 
hands and putting him atop her shoulders. She pulled her hood up over her head once he was 
settled, enveloping him in warmth while keeping out the rain that still prevailed. 


Caleb purred, grateful for the shelter and warmth, and for so many other things. Gods, he'd 
not had fun like that since he was a child. He wriggled around a little, stretching to stick his 
nose in her ear much like Caleb remembered Frumpkin used to do when he was a young boy. 
Jester giggled and laughed just as Caleb had always done back then, even reached up to 
scratch behind his ears. In all, it made for a comfortable ride. 


Fjord still kept his distance, but Caleb found it hard to hold onto any worries about that in his 
current form. He just wanted to purr, kneading contentedly with his paws into Jester’s 
shoulder. She had tied her cloak tightly enough it would not come loose under Caleb’s 
weight, and the top of the hood was caught and stretch across her horns. The end result was 
almost like a sling or hammock, the majority of cat Caleb’s body resting comfortably in the 
fabric of Jester’s cloak. 


Caleb wasn’t entirely sure how long they walked, keeping track of time was proving 
somewhat difficult the longer he stayed in his current form. He had never been polymorphed 
by someone before, nor had he been anything other than a large eagle or similarly intelligent 
creature, so he wasn’t sure if this was typical or not. Similar to the eagle form, his fears of the 
pack (fewer now than before) were farther away, which was a nice reprieve as always. Caleb 
was also rather distracted with the impulse to lick his paws and clean his face. He was safe, 
warm, full... a nap didn’t sound bad right about now either. 


By the time his ears perked to the sound of a door opening, Caleb was quite content to stay 
right where he lay. Curiosity, however, was just as strong currently in him as it had ever been, 
and he did not have the same reservations about indulging. So, Caleb wriggled a little until 
his head poked out under Jester’s left horn and he could see what was happening. 


It was similar to the last many attempts, Fjord taking point while the rest of the hung back so 
to not overcrowd the employee or owner. Things appeared to be going well, Fjord was 
smiling agreeably along with the somewhat sallow looking man behind the counter. Money 
was exchanged, far more gold pieces crossing the counter than Caleb really thought 
warranted for the single key slid back. Fjord seemed pleased as he returned to the others, 
however, so Caleb dismissed it in favor of looking around. It wasn’t too hard to split his 
focus between keeping his balance on Jester and leaning far enough out to see their 
surroundings, most was instinct for his cat form. 


Still, thanks to the hood he didn’t see much of the initial entryway. Most was just clean white 
walls and plain stone laid flooring, which told him little except that the establishment was 
definitely not located in the lower quarters. Jester noticed his snooping as an attendant joined 
them to show the group to their room, and Caleb licked a grateful thanks across her fingers 
when she pulled him from her shoulders to carry him in her arms for a better view. 


His initial assessment had been correct; this was not in the lower quarters. In fact, he 
suspected they were very near to (if not within) the Shimmer Ward itself. Not something he 
particularly favored, considering the Cerberus Assembly was located in the area. He could 
understand Fjord’s reasoning, the presumption that it would be safer in the wealthier sector of 
town. To an extent, yes, but the location would matter little if they found an Omega where 
one not ought to be. 


The flooring further into this inn was marble, the entryway likely just stone to prevent chips 
and stains from guests' initial arrival. The brilliant clean white of the walls interspersed by 
tapestries and murals, marble columns interspaced between to act as framework for them. 
There were vases of flowers, arranged to compliment whichever artwork was located in the 
background behind them. 


Their room was just as opulent. It housed an extremely large bed, a basin to wash, a dresser 
to store clothing or personal items, and even a spare armchair. There was no balcony, nor 
windows or fireplace, though Caleb hardly thought he cared anything except for the latter. A 
fire to curl up in front of was a tempting thought right now. 


Jester let him down once they were in the room, placing him on the large rug he hadn’t 
initially noticed. It was large enough to spread near the entire expanse of the room. That 
would make their night stay more comfortable, better than sleeping on hard marble floor 
alone. While spacious, the bed would in no way fit all of them. The room itself would, and 
comfortably enough in comparison to any other normal tavern or inn’s room. There was even 
a nice tucked away corner between the bed and dresser, with a clear view to the door, that 
Caleb was already mentally claiming as where he wanted to be for the night. 


Caleb tuned back into the others in time to see Fjord pass off a few gold coins to their escort, 
the brown-haired beta giving a slight bob of a bow before leaving. 


“Alright, Jester, can you turn him back now?” Fjord asked wearily, the polite air he’d been 
presenting to the stranger vanishing in an instant. 


“Aw, but he’s so cute! Can’t we-“ Jester stopped as Fjord leveled a glare at her, holding up 
her hands in surrender. “Alright, sheesh, fine. No need to be all grumpy about it...” 


Molly walked over to Fjord, putting his arms around the warlock’s shoulders. He leaned into 
Fjord, tail curling around him, while speaking to Jester. “I think you forget that in that form, 
Fjord can’t be around our dearest Caleb.” 


“Huh.” Jester mused, crossing her arms and tapping her chin thoughtfully. “TI did, a little. I 
guess I could turn him into a rabbit next time.” 


Molly winced, shaking his head. “Please don’t. The only thing I’1I think of is that idiot duke 
pirate that tried to cut me up.” 


“Jester...” Fjord sighed pleadingly. 


Caleb soon found himself back to his original form, the light of Jester’s pink tinted magic 
flashing briefly as she dropped the spell. Back to human form, in a room he was decidedly 
not allowed to be in, and a too easily felt level of stress and irritation from his bonded 
Alpha... Caleb’s anxieties found him again very quickly. He stepped closer to Fjord as the 
others set about dropping their things into the room and moving things to suit them, offering 
submission as he came within arm’s reach. 


“T, ah, am sorry to have caused you so much difficulty.” Caleb apologized, a little pleased 
when Fjord just kissed his jaw before pulling him in to scent him properly. Better still, the 
feeling of tense irritation was fading, vanishing entirely when Caleb ventured a low purr for 
the Alpha. 


“Not your fault.” Fjord replied after a moment, pulling back and kissing Caleb’s cheek. “I'd 
take this trouble many times over, if the alternative was not having met you.” 


aaa 


Caleb couldn't stop glancing toward the door, couldn't keep from tensing at every slight 
sound from beyond. 


Most of the others were asleep. Fjord and Molly had the bed, Molly having won 
Boulder/parchment/shears against Jester. Naturally that meant Fjord slept with him. Caleb 
opted to stay between Jester and Veth. Caleb felt a little guilty for the decision, he did not 
want Fjord to think he’d scared him off with that statement earlier. It was... quite the 
opposite really. 


It has just- just reminded him so much of Eodwulf, of Astrid and her devotion to the Alpha. 
Caleb had never heard the two of them express their love with the typical phrase, the one 
he’d come to mistrust over the years. Those words had been said to Caleb by owners who 
then hurt him far more than ones that just used him as an interesting toy. Caleb had very few 
positive associations with declarations of love. 


But small comments and declarations of devotion? Those he had seen, those meant 
something to him. 


These thoughts had led to where he lay now, nestled warmly between Veth and Jester, but 
they were not the thoughts that currently prevented sleep. 


It was late into the night, and Jester was leaned against him, Veth braced against his other 
side. There wasn’t all that much room to stretch out, not in the corner between the bed and 
the dresser that Caleb had chosen eariler. Defensible, but with a clear line of sight to the door. 
None had challenged or questioned his choice when he’d been asked where he’d sleep, and if 
Fjord or Molly had been disappointed Caleb didn’t know. He’d very carefully avoided 
looking at them, distracting himself by helping Jester make his chosen sleep area as 
comfortable as possible. 


The arcane crystals lighting the room had slowly dimmed as the night wore on, until Caleb 
was straining to see the door in near pitch black. With magic this advanced, their lodgings 
had to be close to the Academy. It was not a thought that filled Caleb with any sort of 
comfort. In fact, it made his anxiety worse because not only was he breaking a rule, he was 
breaking a Jaw by being in the room. 


If someone came in and saw him- 


Yasha growled, sudden and angry, looming large in the darkness as she stood to her feet. It 
wasn’t a loud noise, not near enough to wake the others, but in the stillness it sounded 
terrifying. Caleb knew she was gentle, harmless to him, but his stomach still plummeted. 
Trained instinct had him shrinking back, automatically lifting his chin to bare his throat. 


Jester tried to reassure him, still half asleep but woken by his sudden movement. She 
wrapped her arms around his shoulder, murmuring sleepy assurances. A short movement 
came from the bed, a shuffle that stopped at Fjord's low order to "wait". Molly, probably, and 
Caleb was definitely starting to panic at having woken more than one of the pack. More 
consuming, however, was the possibility that Caleb had done something to anger Yasha. 


She ignored him though, took two quiet strides across the room and- 


Oh. Caleb tilted his head as he watched Yasha put her back to the door, settling herself and 
her large blade as an immovable blockade against any intruder. That was... such a simple 
solution. Even should every one of them fall asleep and none keep watch, that would prevent 
anyone from entering unnoticed. It would easily give them all time to prepare should 
someone try. More than enough time for Jester to polymorph him again. 


"See Caleb?" Jester pointed out sleepily, cuddling close against him as the tension drained 
from his form quickly. "It’s okay to sleep. We totally got you." 


Caleb finally closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the wall. He was too tense to try 
and lay down, wincing a little as Fjord and Molly resituated themselves. Jester just cuddled 
closer to him, humming a few bars of the song he recognized she’d sung to Beau a few times, 
though it quickly trailed off into sleep. 


Caleb tried to sleep, though it was slow coming. He had to open his eyes a few times, when 
the memories and fear that came with them became too real, just to verify Yasha was still a 
living blockade at the door. She was still there each time, blade in hand and head leaned back 
against the door. Caleb was able to curl up more comfortably after the second time checking. 
The third time he jerked away to check, finding Jester using his side as a pillow. The last was 
a Slow glance up, Veth’s fingers carding through his hair as she hummed a soft tune that 
carried him into sleep. 


wr 


Jester frowned, coming to consciousness with the awareness that her pillow was shaking. A 
moment later she remembered her pillow had been Caleb and, a few seconds after that, 
realized the shaking was a serious of flinching as he moved in his sleep. Because he was 
sleeping, eyes squeezed tightly shut, a low thin whine of terror beginning to rise from his 
throat. 


A quick glance around showed everyone else still sleeping, which was probably a good thing. 
Jester scooted around so she was in front of Caleb, hoping her scent would help him not be 
too scared when she woke him up. He was getting much better about that, but yesterday had 
been very hard. 


"Caleb? Hey, it's okay, you’re having a bad dream." Jester whispered, reaching to shake the 
mage's shoulder gently. 


Caleb went very still and quiet all of a sudden, and Jester was pretty sure he wasn't even 
breathing. She was also very quickly sure that he wasn't in the tiniest bit reassured or calm. 
Caleb didn't make a sound, but half breath later Fjord was jerking upright on the bed with a 
half growl, blade materializing in his hand. 


"I'll b-be good." Caleb whispered shakily, shrinking back. He didn't have far to go, the wall of 
the shared room already right behind him. 


"You're okay, you're safe." Jester tried to reassure him. She stayed still except for reaching 
out to Caleb again, brushing her fingers against his arm. His only reaction to the touch was a 
small flinch, though he didn't pull away after. 


"Jes?" Fjord asked, voice still rough with sleep as he dismissed the sword and rather 
awkwardly clambered across Molly to join her and Caleb on the floor. He noticed Molly's red 
eyes blink open, though the Tiefling didn't move. For that, Fjord was grateful. 


He was doubly grateful, and felt a little guilty, that Molly was not bonded to Caleb in this 
moment. His beloved still struggled with the hag’s curse and controlling his new depth of 
instinct. Fjord's heart was still racing from the sudden surge of adrenaline, his own instinct 
still urging him to find the source of his Omega's fear and get rid of it. He really didn’t want 
to know what Molly’s reaction might have been to Caleb reaching out with that emotion. 


Fjord knelt down on the floor, hesitating to draw any closer. He glanced up toward Caduceus 
as the Firbolg stepped around the bed to join them. “What do I do?” 


“Fjord?” Caleb questioned, voice thin and unsure. The mage twitched a little, as if he wanted 
to look up and check but didn’t quite dare. 


“I’m here. It’s just us. You’re safe.” Fjord promised. 


Slowly, Caleb took Jester’s hand and looked up. His gaze traveled across Jester, Fjord, Veth 
(who was half under the bed from avoiding being stepped on by Fjord), to Molly and 
Caduceus. The mage let out a breath, strung tension sagging out of him at once. Fjord moved 
to brace his other side, wrapping an arm around the wizard when Caleb leaned against him. 


“T’m sorry...” Caleb muttered into Fjord’s shoulder, one hand still holding onto Jester’s. “I 
was- I thought, back with... with Zeenoth. He’d said y-you didn’t- that I wasn’t-.” 


“Oh, Caleb, we would never ever leave you!” Jester said fervently. 
Caleb flushed a deep red, burying his face against Fjord. “I know. I know that, I- I do.” 


Jester drew a breath to say more, but Caduceus interrupted her gently. “Jester, why don’t we 
go get Caleb some food? I’m sure he would appreciate it. And perhaps think of ways to pass 
the time?” 


“But- ! 99 


“Don’t embarrass him, Jester.” Yasha chided evenly, rising smoothly and sheathing her blade. 
“You learned to leave Beau when she needed it. You will need to do the same here.” 


Fjord was very grateful for both Cad and Yasha’s interference. Yasha was very correct, Fjord 
could scent the embarrassment coming off of Caleb, not to mention the reverberating feeling 
of it through the bond when he checked. He hated it, because there was no reason for it, but 
he couldn’t exactly come out and try to convince Caleb without making it worse right now. 


“Okay.” Jester said after a moment, patting Caleb’s hand and standing up. Her tone was full 
of forced cheer, the Tiefling looking over to Veth and Molly. “Come on you guys! Let’s go 


see what our complimentary breakfast is!” 

Veth gave Fjord a long look on her way past, which he interpreted as ‘take care of Caleb or 
else’. Fjord inclined his head, watching as she tailed Yasha, Jester, and Caduceus out the 
door. Molly stood up, hesitating before coming to squat down beside Fjord and Caleb. 


“You sure?” Molly asked, reluctant to leave Caleb while he was so upset and perhaps a little 
jealous it was Fjord the mage currently clung to. 


Fjord nodded, sympathizing with Molly. As much as he might understand, and certainly 
wouldn’t act on it, Fjord knew he’d probably be a little jealous too if their positions were 
reversed. Stressful as things were here, the peace and closeness of the Grove felt like years 
ago, rather than just yesterday. 


“Go with the others.” Fjord reassured Molly, nodding slightly towards where Veth still waited 
at the door. 


Molly still hesitated, reluctance edging towards refusal. His tail swished behind him in 
irritation, red eyes meeting Fjord’s gaze in something more of a challenge than a search for 
assurance. Caleb interrupted before it could become a test of wills, the Omega pulling away 
from Fjord slightly to reach out to Molly. It didn’t take much to encourage Molly closer, 
enough so that Caleb could press his face to the Tiefling’s neck. 


“Danke, dass du dir Sorgen um mich machst.” 


Fjord didn’t understand the whispered words, but he did recognize the gratitude in Caleb’s 
tone. The trust in speaking a foreign language, knowing they would not be angry. Fjord 
remembered Molly having to correct Caleb back into common tongue on a few occasions, so 
he couldn’t be too badly off if he was deliberately choosing to speak differently. It was 
enough to sooth whatever defensive instinct was causing Molly trouble. 


The purrs and kisses along Molly’s neck didn’t hurt either. 


Caleb only pulled back once the tension had drained from Molly, the bloodhunter’s shoulder 
dropping slightly as he turned his attention back to Fjord with a sheepish smile. “Yeah, sorry. 
Call if you need us, I'll... make sure Jester doesn’t get too carried away planning our 
downtime.” 


Caleb let out a slow, very quiet, sigh once the door had closed behind the others. It worried 
Fjord for a moment, though a second later he considered it was probably not a bad sign. If 
Caleb were comfortable enough to express relief, even tucked close against Fjord, then they 
had to be making some progress. 


Neither of them spoke for a while, Fjord content to be a silent presence beside Caleb for as 
long as he was welcome. If it was quiet that the mage needed to recover, think, or process, 
then it was silence he would have. And when Caleb did, eventually, break that silence, Fjord 
was more than glad to be there for him. 


“T know it was just a dream. It is only... I have been brought back to Zeenoth so many times, 
and I know you would not, I know... I just...” Caleb admitting softly, sounding far more 
guilty than he should. "I.... do not like being back here." 


"No one blames you for that." Fjord assured him. As if they could. Each and every one of 
them knew how hard it was for Beau to come back here, and they were beginning to 
understand just how much harder it was for Caleb. Not a single one of them would fault him 
for it, and Fjord knew Veth would personally be happy to put an arrow in anyone who did. 


Fjord was surprised when Caleb snorted, the mage quickly stiffening in his arms. Fjord only 
chuckled, purring and cuddling the Omega closer. "Alright, no one but you, then." Fjord 
amended. He was content to sit in silence for a moment but, after a few minutes, could not 
keep from asking a question that had been bugging him. “Is it like this everywhere in the 
Empire? You not being allowed in the rooms?” 


Thankfully, Caleb didn’t appear worried or distressed about the question. Fjord hoped their 
work around had helped. He knew Jester would be more than willing to do it again. Fjord 
would deal with the cat form so long as Caleb was comfortable and safe. 


“The law extends the breadth of the empire, yes. However, I have come across a rare few 
who do not enforce it.” Caleb explained, tensing a little and curling closer to Fjord. “In...ah, 
Hupperdook, they gave my current master the option. I stayed in the room that first night, 
which... was not... good. But- the rest, I was left in a cage. It was not comfortable, but they 
left me in peace at least.” 


Which was likely more than Caleb could say about any other place, and certainly about the 
master he’d had at the time. Fjord very much wanted to ask who that master had been, if 
nothing else than but to know who to add to Beauregard’s list. He wouldn’t push though. 
Caleb could tell them or not, in his own time. 


“It doesn’t sound like too bad of a place. Maybe we could visit there on our way back north.” 
Fjord mused. If nothing else, Jester might like it because of the name. 


“Ja, I think Jester and Molly would like it there.” Caleb agreed, voice sounding lighter. He 
wriggled a little, so Fjord dropped his arms from around the mage. Caleb shifted a little away 
so he could turn and face Fjord, lifting a hand as if to touch before stopping. Fjord saw a 
flash of nervousness as Caleb asked. “May I?” 


Fjord nodded, glad to see the nervous apprehension vanish in an instant. He closed his eyes, 
leaning into Caleb’s palm when the Omega touched his cheek. When Fjord looked again, 
Caleb was closer, his eyes a vibrant blue at they watched him. Fjord just waited, content to let 
Caleb decide, and was all the more delighted when the wizard closed the rest of the distance 
to kiss him. 


Fjord was never going to tire of this. Caleb’s scent and taste. And this was just a kiss, how 
much better would he- but no, no, Fjord was not going to think about just how sweet the rest 
of the Omega might taste, how he might sound between himself and Molly. Their names on 
his lips, pleasure rather than fear, the intoxicating scent of it. 


Caleb wasn’t making it easy for Fjord to control his thoughts, the mage turning to straddle the 
warlock front-to-front. His other hand joined the first, curling around the back of Fjord’s neck 
as he deepened the kiss, tongue slipping into Fjord’s mouth and eliciting a groan from them 
both. Caleb’s scent was heady, not near so strong as during the Omega’s heat, but it was 
sweet and rich and left Fjord wanting more. 


Fjord growled without entirely meaning to, far too used to Molly in this type of setting, 
grabbing Caleb’s hips to pull him closer. The friction was amazing, and it took all Fjord’s 
willpower not to rut up against the Omega. He should definitely slow down, his hands 
trailing Caleb’s thighs and up to his stomach, under the wizard’s shirt. Caleb reiterated that 
fleeting thought, the Omega going tense and rigid the instant Fjord touched skin. Caleb 
winced back just slightly, enough to break their kiss but no further. 


Fjord moved with deliberate care, purring a low reassurance as he tugged Caleb’s shirt back 
down before removing his hands. Caleb’s were still around Fjord’s neck, their foreheads 
touching as the Omega panted quick breaths. 


““Y-you can- can t-touch, I d-didn’t mean-“ Caleb whispered in quiet stammer, though cut off 
abruptly as Fjord brushed their cheeks together. 


Nervous fear was beginning to override the Omega’s scent of pleasure and desire, which was 
reason enough to Fjord to calm things down. That and it would also be embarrassing should 
one of the others walk in on this, not that they hadn’t all seen worse during their years 
together. That was a far second note to Caleb’s discomfort, but it was a good excuse should 
Fjord need to provide one to the mage. He was happy to follow Caleb’s lead, but it was very 
apparent Caleb had gone past his point of comfort already. 


“You’re good, I should have asked before touching. Thank you for letting me know to stop, 
that was good.” Fjord told him gently, kissing Caleb’s cheek and jaw. He wanted to taste him 
again, Melora but did he want that, yet Fjord wasn’t going to risk overstepping. He’d already 
scared the man, he wasn’t going to do it again. “You’re good. You’re being good.” 


Caleb nodded, leaning against Fjord for a few moments longer as he regained his own 
composure. He was surprised at himself, for how carried away he’d gotten. He’d certainly 
enjoyed it, which was a nice change. As was the Alpha stopping even without Caleb needing 
to outright ask. Beg mercy, more like, because the instant he’d felt his clothing being 
removed he’d begun doubting just how safe the activity was for him. And Fjord hadn’t even 
been trying to disrobe him, just touch. But Fjord had stopped, hadn’t even gotten mad or been 
disappointed. It was reassuring enough that Caleb couldn’t scrounge up too much worry 
about the very obvious sign of Fjord’s arousal pressed against him. 


Caleb thought he should probably move away, the scent and possibly feeling of his own slick 
was not going to help the Alpha’s situation, but... Fjord was purring. Content, if physically 
unsatisfied, and scenting Caleb with such gentleness that it felt natural to wrap his arms 
around the Alpha’s shoulder and lay against him. If possible, the timber of Fjord’s purr 
deepened, the Alpha speaking a low litany of praises that had Caleb’s thoughts going fuzzy 
with pleasure. 


He lost track of time for a while, realizing it had been a little under fifteen minutes as he 
came back to himself to Fjord gently calling his name. Caleb felt immeasurably calm, more 
than such a harrowing first night back in Rexxentrum should allow. Not that he was 
complaining, though he might have had a few about the way Fjord gently nudged him into 
sitting up. 


Caleb grumbled a complaint, though it came out as a wordless growl. Fjord just chuckled, 
kissing him gently before asking. “Think I can convince you to let me take that collar off so 
we can go join the others?” 
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Molly slumped across the table, glad that the small dining area was deserted. He was in no 
mood to be gawked at by random rich people. None of them fit in here and it was only the 
King’s crest and an insane amount of gold that had gotten them a room in the first place. But 
the high price came with privacy at least. Other than the employees of the establishment, any 
other guests were either sticking to their room, had left for the morning, or simply didn’t 
exist. 


Molly honestly didn’t care. 
“Are you alright?” Yasha asked, settling next to him. 


Molly hummed, glancing toward Jester. She and Veth were squabbling over something, 
which explained why Yasha had abandoned them in favor of his dour moody self. He sat up a 
little, enough to prop his chin on his palm. “Better than I could be, I suppose. A little envious, 
but I can’t fault either of them. Really, though, I just hate how horrible this city is. I knew 
Zeenoth was shit, and overall Rexxentrum isn’t a fun place, but... this is a bit much.” 


“T find myself ashamed I never noticed before.” Yasha admitted. 


“You and me both, and-“ Molly cut off with a hiss of pain, jerking fully upright and pulling 
up his left sleeve to reveal a very shallow cut. It was barely bleeding, but Molly still growled 
as if it were a grievous wound. “...damned Lucien, what is he-.” 


He was interrupted again, though this time by Jester and Veth returning with a few plates of 
food. Jester set her burden down, looking at the cut with a frown. “What happened?” 


Molly scowled, shrugging. “Lucien, most likely.” 


Jester hummed, sounding far too concerned for Molly’s liking. Sure, he knew Jester was a 
tiny bit fond of Lucien, same as Yasha, but he didn’t like it. Not that either of them would 
choose Lucien over him, he just still hated the guy enough to really dislike when his closest 
friends/family showed the man anything other than disapproval. Lucien didn’t deserve their 
concern or friendship. 


“You think he’s okay? He’s not being like... attacked or anything?” Jester asked, reaching 
over and healing the cut with a flash of pink light. 


“And if he is, I should care why, exactly?” Molly grumbled, snagging a fruit and biting into it 
irritably. 


“Because! If he is, it would hurt you.” Jester scolded, tail lashing behind her as she put her 
hands on her hips. “And don’t forget, Veth and Caduceus’s family are there too, you know.” 


Molly looked at the two Betas in question, a dark flush crossing his cheeks. He had forgotten 
a little, too caught up in his own dislike of Lucien. He looked down at the table, uttering a 
low apology as he closed his eyes. He didn’t think anything was truly wrong back at the 
Grove, the cut feeling more like that of a rite activation than anything else. Still, Molly 
attempted to try and feel out what might be going on. So far, the connection had only gone 
one way in that regard, but Molly was going to give it a try anyway. 


When they were in the same body, Molly’s awareness of Lucien had really just been that of 
keeping the other away. Looking for him hadn’t worked the one time he’d tried on the ship, 
and he wasn’t holding his breath for success here either. Still he tried, and what Molly found 
was that mindless instinct that was his new constant companion. All it wanted to do was go 
find their Omega, a strong enough urge that had Molly’s claws digging grooves into the table 
as he fought to resist it. 


Molly opened his eyes, focusing on the memory of Caleb’s touch, his breath, the calm timber 
of his words earlier. He’d left the Omega with Fjord, safe and unhurt. Their Omega had 
purred and begged a pretty request with kisses and incomprehensible words. Molly let out a 
slow breath, pushing back the need and desire with some effort. 


He put on a smile he didn’t feel, looking up into the worried faces of the others. “Yeah, I have 
no idea what he’s up to.” 


“Molly?” Yasha asked quietly, the question obvious. 


Molly just shook his head, forcing himself to relax back into his chair. “I’m fine, really. But 
it’s a one-way street on that end, or at least her ugliness has put a very inconvenient 
roadblock so I can’t get a read on Lucien.” 


“Maybe we do not need to worry. So long as no more injuries appear?” Yasha suggested. 


Molly nodded, already thinking the same. “He’s probably just trying to figure out what he 
can still do, since he’s lost his Somnovem mojo.” 


“Should we scry on him to make sure?” Jester asked, looking toward Caduceus. “I didn’t 
prepare that for today...” 


“T can look in on them.” Caduceus agreed, much to Veth’s obvious relief. 


Molly couldn’t blame the halfling, her family was there after all. And it was just Constance 
keeping an eye on Lucien too. She’d not been certain when the rest of the Clays would be 


returning. Happily, their private dining area stayed private while Caduceus set up what he 
needed for the spell. It was somewhat amusing to see Jester inspect and remove the silver 
mirror on the wall (all of their supplies were still up in their room). The rest of the spell work 
was... boring. Ten minutes of waiting, watching, zoning out while Jester yammered on about 
something to Yasha. 


Unlike Jester, Caduceus didn’t tilt or turn his head to look around while casting the scry spell, 
so the only indication that it was working was the white glow of his eyes. Molly leaned back 
in his chair, crossing his arms and waiting somewhat impatiently for the cleric to fill them all 
in. After a few minutes, Caduceus blinked and shook his head, eyes going back to normal as 
he smiled at them. “Everything is fine there.” 


Now that everyone was assured that he wasn’t going to lose his head (literally) any time 
soon, Molly was content to let the issue drop in favor of something less rage inducing. “So, 
since we don’t need to jump back and keep myself from dying by proxy, what are our plans 
for the day? I’d rather not stay cooped up the entire time we wait for Dwendal to decide when 
he’ll see us.” 


“Oh, I have just the thing!” Jester began merrily, tearing her attention away from Yasha who 
was returning the borrowed mirror back to the wall. “We should- Oh! Hey Fjord!” 


Her cheer dimmed to see him alone, Jester standing up and putting her hands flat on the table 
as She leaned forward to glare at the approaching warlock. “You had better not have left him 
alone, you know!” 


Personally, Molly agreed but wasn’t as concerned about it. First, because it was Fjord. No 
way the warlock was going to leave Caleb alone. Second, Molly had already noticed the 
added passenger hanging about Fjord’s coat pocket. Much smaller than a cat, body lithe and 
long, covered in brown fur... Molly was pretty sure the creature Caleb had polymorphed into 
was called a ferret. 


He was just as adorable as cat Caleb, and more pocket sized to boot. Even better, the moment 
Fjord was seated, Caleb scampered up and across the table to climb into Molly’s coat. Molly 
snickered at Jester’s pout, glad for the distraction as he caught wind of Caleb’s scent 
absolutely all over Fjord. It was enough to tug at that not so dormant instinct, the feral urge to 
take and claim and keep... it pushed at the back of Molly’s mind. 


Thankfully, Caleb proved to be distraction enough himself. Molly had to stifle a yelp of 
surprise as the little ferret scurried up under his shirt, climbing up to his shoulders and neck, 
before laying square center between his horns. Little minx. But it had Molly laughing rather 
than growling, able to enjoy the sight of Fjord smiling and watching them both with fond 
adoration. 


“So what have you planned out for us, Jes?” Fjord asked, laughter in his tone as he tore his 
attention away from Caleb and Molly. 


“T was thinking, you know, because it was all rainy yesterday, and we were out walking in the 
mud, and then out looking for a place to stay. And that tub in our rooms is, like, not even all 
that great you know, so maybe we could go find a nice bath house. And then we can see some 


sights around town, maybe do some more shopping, get some lunch. You know, just kill 
some time.” Jester explained, sitting down and looking quite proud of herself. 


A bathhouse wasn’t a bad idea, Molly certainly felt he could use some relaxation. And Jester 
was right; after walking in the rain the prior evening, the small basin from their room just 
hadn’t quite cut it for all of them. Really he only worried about Caleb, though besides one 
little hiccup back at the Grove, the Omega had seemed to like the hot springs. A private bath 
house here wouldn’t be much different. 


Molly tilted his head, just enough so Caleb would know the question was directed at him 
without unbalancing the ferret. “What do you say? Is that alright with you?” 


Caleb answered with a strange little warble, darting down to Molly’s shoulder to rub his head 
and back under the Tiefling’s chin. He then half jumped/half fell down into Molly’s coat 
pocket, rustling around for a moment before his head popped back up. Molly couldn’t help 
but chuckle. Caleb was certainly more affectionate in animal form. Or perhaps it wasn’t that, 
but the Omega was just becoming more comfortable around them. The sweetness of Omega 
still clinging to Fjord seemed to point to that conclusion in any case. 


“T think that’s a vote in favor.” 
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Fjord wasn’t too sure about Jester’s idea, nor was he entirely sure of Caleb’s comfort level 
with it. But the mage hadn’t said anything against the idea once he was human again. Not that 
he was given much chance, initially. Caleb turned very red when Molly stepped closer to take 
a deep breath of the Omega’s scent, unresisting when the Tiefling crowded him back against 
the wall of the alley they’d found for Caleb to drop his spell. Yasha and Veth were keeping 
watch, which left Caduceus and Jester to help Fjord handle the situation. 


Fjord was pretty sure he knew why Molly’s feral side had made another appearance, but he 
wasn’t about to point that out to the less scent oriented Betas. 


“Careful, Molly.” Fjord warned, worried and watchful seeing Molly a little too eager pulling 
at the collar of Caleb’s shirt to scent the Omega’s neck. He was also now quite suddenly 
worried about how they were going to handle Caleb’s next heat if Molly’s reaction to that 
type scent was already this visceral. Fjord sincerely hoped that they wouldn’t have to deal 
with that any time soon. 


"Yeah, Molly, you’ll make him sad if you tear his shirt!” Jester complained. 
Oddly enough, that worked. 


Molly jerked back away from Caleb so quickly that the wizard nearly fell. Caleb stumbled 
towards Molly, letting out an indignant noise of complaint that had both Alphas stopping 
short in surprise. Caleb instantly recoiled against the wall he’d just been pinned to, flushing a 
deeper crimson. Fjord shared a look with Molly, just enough to know the Tiefling was back to 
himself, before Molly moved back over to Caleb. 


“I’m sorry, that was rude of me on both counts.” Molly apologized gently, offering a hand out 
to the wizard. 


Caleb straightened carefully, a little slower this time to realize there was no threat. He cast a 
glance to Fjord, who tried to smile reassuringly. Much to Fjord’s relief, Caleb relaxed, taking 
Molly’s hand and sliding closer to the bloodhunter. 


“Danke, ah, we should-“ Caleb began, pausing and glancing at Fjord again. “Could you...?” 


“Oh, right.” Fjord realized what Caleb was waiting for, though he wasn’t thrilled to have to 
collar the Omega again. 


“Are you sure you’re okay with my plan today, Caleb?” Jester asked, worry in her tone as she 
watched Fjord fix the metal clasp around the mage’s neck. 


Caleb looked her way, offering a smile. “Ja, it sounds... fun. Which would, ah, be a nice 
change. For here.” 


“Yes!” Jester cheered, glancing over to make sure Yasha and Veth were headed back to join 
them, then ushering the rest along down the alley. “Okay, so we have to play it cool here for a 
while, I heard about this really fancy place nearby. And then maybe we can check out the 
sights, and maybe the library, but only if you want to, okay Caleb? If not, we can totally find 
some cool book stores instead!” 


Fjord let Jester push him along, the cleric looking back over her shoulder to talk to Caleb the 
entire time. Caleb seemed to find it amusing too, the Omega smiling slightly as he walked 
with his hand in Molly’s. They both seemed to be having fun, Jester and Caleb. Too much 
fun, Fjord would say, because it was over thirty minutes before Jester excitedly pointed out 
their destination. And Fjord was positive they’d made a few circles on their way. 


Fjord had to hand it to Jester, the place certainly Jooked like it would live up to the hype she’d 
been making about it. It was probably expensive as well. They were running low on group 
funds, but they should have enough for this at least. Everyone was going to be on their own 
when it came to supplies until they got paid again. Or maybe they could pick up a spare job 
while waiting on the crown... 


Fjord shook the thoughts away, heading into the building while the others followed behind. 
Inside, the air was humid and warm, a hint of a floral aroma in the air. The foyer had two 
exits on either side of the back of the room, the open archways framed with small columns. 
There were sofas along either wall, cushions set on the floor beside them with looped hooks 
bolted nearby. Fjord didn’t need to ask what those were for; the sight of Caleb eyeing them 
and shifting closer to Molly was answer enough. 


The young lady behind the counter looked up at them with a smile as the Nein entered, eyes 
flickering to each in turn. Fjord wasn't sure, but he thought he saw the welcoming expression 
dim briefly when she glanced across Caleb and Molly. Nevertheless, her tone was polite as 
she spoke. 


"Good morning, sir. How may I help you?" 


"Do you have a private bath?" Fjord asked, lifting a hand to indicate the rest of the pack. 
"Large enough for all of us?" 


The girl nodded, looking down to consult a chart. "Will your Omega be accompanying you or 
waiting out here?" 


"With us." Fjord answered firmly. He could guess where this woman would prefer Caleb to 
be, judging by the cool edge to her question. It was almost enough to make him want to call 
this whole thing off. 


"Very good, sir." She replied smoothly, and there was definitely an edge of ice in her voice. 
"Will you be requiring an attendant?" 


That... Fjord wasn't sure. The pack had been to bathhouses before and an attendant had never 
been offered. Even in ones in richer neighborhoods than this. He floundered for a few 
moments, entirely unsure how (or if he should) as what she meant by that. 


"That won't be necessary." Molly spoke up from behind them. 


Fjord glanced back, brow furrowing in concern at how Caleb now clung to Molly, eyes firmly 
downcast. Molly, on the other hand, looked almost normal though Fjord could see the buried 
rage underneath. 


The lady was watching them too, Fjord catching the spark of revelation across her face when 
he looked back. He suppressed a sigh, preparing himself for any number of negative 
reactions. The woman only smiled though, her tone much warmer as she replied. 


"As you wish, sirs. We have an opening now, it is one silver per person per hour." She 
explained, looking back down at her chart and beginning to write. "So that will be... six 
silver. Or if you wish to stay longer, twelve. Refreshments will be provided upon request." 


Fjord counted out the coin, pausing before handing it over to ask. "And Caleb, our Omega?" 


She took the coins, smiling sweetly. "Our policy states one silver per person. The law dictates 
they do not fall in that category, so legally, we are not allowed to charge for one." 


That... sucked, but made sense. And Fjord was fairly sure this lady was twisting that policy to 
their advantage. Or at least she'd warmed up considerably since her first question. 


"Thank you." Fjord said for lack of anything better, sliding her the twelve silver. Better to pay 
extra in case they needed more time rather than risk being kicked out at an inopportune time. 
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Caleb had few enough reservations about their current trip to the bathhouse. He knew the 
Nein would not harm him, had plenty of less ideal circumstances of being unclothed (not that 
he planned to do that here anyway), and he knew the pack Alphas were absolutely nothing 
like the one master he’d had who often frequented establishments like these. 


There were a few hang ups along the way. The iron links by the sofas where Omegas were 
left giving him pause, and the worker's offer of an attendant making him cling to Molly for 
comfort. He'd had to explain to the Tiefling what she had meant. The attendant would be 
there to beat or punish him for them, so that they would not need trouble themselves getting 
out of the water. Of course, the attendant wouldn't touch Caleb without a direct order, but the 
fact remained it would be their only job. 


As he trailed along beside Molly, Fjord following the woman in front while the rest of the 
pack followed behind, Caleb resolved to do better here than he had at the Blooming Grove's 
hotspring. Truthfully, that had not gone too badly until rough housing with Jester (which had 
been little more than an excessive amount of splashing) had ended with him being dunked 
underwater (ie: he had slipped). Caleb had enough negative experiences related to being 
underwater, unable to breathe with an Alpha nearby that, even fully clothed, Caleb had come 
up sputtering and panicking. Veth, as the only other one dressed, had pulled him onto dry 
land. 


Caleb had clung to her, relishing the ability to breathe, in being fully clothed, in not being 
held under the water forced into the impossible task of pleasuring a master who wanted him 
to fail. It had been Lord Krillo's favorite game, before the man had married into the family of 
Zadash's Starosta and returned Caleb to Zeenoth. He would half drown Caleb, mockingly 
adding another tally every time he pulled his Omega up for air. And once he tired of the 
game, Krillo would throw Caleb out and watch his servant, should they be at his estates, or 
the bath attendant if they were in such an establishment, whip Caleb while he brought himself 
to completion. 


It was not a pleasant memory. More often than not, Krillo had laughed before kicking Caleb 
back into the water with a mocking "do better next time". The herbs and salts always burned 
at the fresh whip marks, near as bad as the knowledge he would be doing such again at the 
whim of his master. 


That particular memory, near seven years in the past, had resurfaced with a vengeance at the 
Grove. Caleb was very much determined it not repeat itself here again. 


"Oh..." Veth intoned, voice disappointed. 


Caleb stepped over to her, using this as a distraction while the others prepared to enter the 
steaming pools of water. "What is wrong?" 


Veth glanced up at him, gesturing around the room. "They don't have any smaller basins." 


Ah, she was correct. And as both she, and himself, preferred not to get in the water (albeit for 
differing reasons) basins were a necessity. 


"I will request them." Caleb offered easily, turning to go find the woman who had just left. 
Veth reached out to grab his hand, expression worried when he looked back. 


"Are you sure? I can do that..." 


Caleb smiled, shaking his head. "They will not do anything without Fjord's approval. Ah, to 
me, I mean. They wouldn't think a request from me strange, not made on behalf of any of 
you." 


Veth still looked worried, which Caleb rather appreciated. He took her hand in both of his, 
squeezing briefly before starting to leave again. "I know you would find me if I called." 


Veth let him go, but Caleb could guess she wasn't too pleased. Worried about him, but in this 
Caleb did not think it warranted. Leaving the room wasn't a difficulty for him. Coming back 
and/or going the near the pools were what worried Caleb. In the end, Caleb didn't have to 
leave the room to find the woman from before, he nearly ran into her as she came back in 
with a stack of towels. 


Caleb backstepped quickly, trying to avoid knocking them from her hands. While the staff 
would not harm him without the pack’s approval, that did not mean they would not demand 
he be disciplined if he did something they deemed inappropriate. It would come of nothing, 
but they'd likely get kicked out. 


Thankfully, the woman managed to keep her burden in hand. She even smiled at him once 
she’d regained her balance. “Sorry about that, sir. My name is Lily, at your service. Did you 
need something?” 


“Basins.” Caleb answered, caught off guard by the polite tone and title, as well as the 
introduction. 


“Certainly, just for you or...?” 


“For myself and Veth...” Caleb began to gesture to the halfling, though as he turned to look 
she was no longer where he’d left her. “Ah... the other of a size for a halfling.” 


“Of course, I'll get those right away. Do you know if they will be wanting the complimentary 
refreshments?” Lily asked, steadfastly paying no attention to any of the others in the room. 
Quite a feat, if Caleb did say so, because they were currently all staring so hard that Caleb 
could near feel it. 


“Likely, yes.” 


Lily nodded, pausing and speaking a little quieter. "If I bring you some, will they let you 
eat?" 


Caleb blinked, head tilting. He was sure she meant it, both the question and the unspoken 
offer it implied. "They would, yes." 


Lily brightened, stepping over to the table and setting her stack of towels down. "Great! I'll 
make sure you get plenty then. They seem nicer than most, if you don't mind me saying, and 
it's really nice to see that for a change." 


"Ja. Same." Caleb whispered quietly, glancing back at the others. They were, of course, still 
watching closely although none were currently making a move to intervene. 


She stepped back, giving Caleb a half bow and straightening. "I'll return soon with the basins 
and additional cloth, and again later with snacks." 


Caleb watched as she turned and left, waiting a moment before folding his arms and looking 
down slightly to his left. "Some Betas really are nice, even here. I have met a few, other than 
all of you." 


Proving his suspicion correct, Veth appeared from thin air beside him. She glared up at him, 
the expression too full of humor to be mistaken for real anger. "Don't be so smug!" 


Caleb chuckled softly, turning to head to the pools so he could dip his feet in like he had at 
the hot springs. Drawing closer to them did make his stomach tighten, though not 
unpleasantly when he glanced toward Fjord and Molly. Both were half submerged, relaxing 
back against the edge of the pool now that the potential threat was gone. 


Jester was behind Yasha, washing the larger woman's hair as she chatted absently, the two 
seeming to just be enjoying the closeness. Caleb left them to enjoy their time, settling himself 
next to Molly as he removed his boots and put his feet in the steaming water. 
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The rest of their day was spent rather pleasantly. Having now gotten clean, and most all of 
their errands completed the previous day, the Nein took advantage of the current good 
weather to wander the city. Caleb, though still hesitant to draw any kind of attention, was 
happy enough to play guide to the pack as they indulged in sight-seeing. Despite how many 
times they’d all been to Rexxentrum, none of them had paid much attention to the city other 
than the handful of places they frequented. Namely the library of the Cobalt Soul, the palace, 
a few specific shops, and whichever inn or tavern they happened to be staying at. Caleb, 
however, had grown up in Rexxentrum and had the run of the place for years before he'd 
presented as Omega. 


Caleb showed them the Candles, explaining who lived where and what their position was 
within the Assembly, and even agreed to give them a tour of the Academy. Fjord had been the 
one to mention his past interest and Caleb, once hearing that, had been determined they at 
least walk the grounds. He’d been tense and had stuck close to both Fjord and Molly, but he’d 
sounded at least somewhat nostalgic when explaining what magics where taught in certain 
buildings. 


No one asked about the tower and adjacent building that Caleb pointedly omitted. 


He showed them the Dream Dusk Theatre located in the Platinum Veranda, the mage 
focusing on Jester as he quietly told her of the time he’d snuck into a show during his second 
year as an Academy student. They took the long way around to get to the main market in the 
Vigil’s Circle, keeping well away from the Cobalt Soul. Caleb had shakily refused when 
Jester brought up the Rexxentrum Archives again. 


The market place in the Tangles was loud and noisy, overcrowded and full of anything a 
person could want to shop for. Despite the color, the music, the scent of foods cooking 
nearby, none of the Nein had a good time. With so many people, no matter how vigilant they 


were, too many people were able to reach out and touch or grab at Caleb. And far more 
people had the nerve to do just that than any of the pack thought reasonable. 


Lunch was spent at the larger market in the Mosaic ward, though its size paled in comparison 
to the one in the Tangles. Despite the area’s propensity for crime, that section of the city 
turned out to be safer for Caleb in the long run. A few people tried to pick the pockets of the 
others, but Caleb was (surprisingly) left alone. 


He turned many heads, got stared at far more often than anyone would have liked, but no one 
tried to touch him. Caleb appeared unbothered by the distant attention, even laughed 
watching Jester try and coax a stray kitten into eating from her hand. 


Overall it was a great day. And then it all went spectacularly wrong. 


Chapter End Notes 


A familiar setting appears, presuming you've read Toy Soldier! An idea occurred and, as 
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The Cobalt Soul 
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Beauregard had always known Rexxentrum sucked for anyone who didn’t have either status 
or money. Most times, you needed both. Anyone without that was shit out of luck and had to 
struggle daily to survive. She hadn’t known about the law barring Omega’s from rooms, but it 
didn’t come as too much of a surprise. It still wasn’t easy watching Fjord be rejected over and 
over, or Caleb’s frightened resignation. Jester’s plan, while risky, would probably work so 
long as they were careful. 


It was concerning Caleb, so Beau was positive they would be careful, for once. Which was 
why she’d so easily left them to it. 


Beauregard had spent the majority of that day and early evening trying to mentally prepare 
herself for the coming days. Constructing an acceptable explanation for the High Curator was 
a high priority. Zeenoth was going to have questions, demands, and probably more than a few 
tasks for her to complete while she was in town. The last was likely going to boil down to a 
combination of Zeenoth’s dirty work and a test of her training. He was forever doing that, 
prying at her loyalties to him, reforging the connection when he thought it weakening. 


She’d not always been able to recognize that what he’d been doing was pure manipulation. 


The grounds of the Cobalt Soul were much as she remembered them, curled lanterns lighting 
the area at even intervals. The shops that lined the streets leading up to the Archives were 
already either closed or in the process of locking up, most of the foot traffic being members 
of the Soul at this hour. She could just see the light from the Cathedral of the Dawn Father, 
the beacon one of the few that stayed lit at all times in the city. 


The Archives came into view soon enough, the familiar fortress of knowledge, with its 
towers and walkways on the exterior. It was just the tip of the iceberg for the knowledge the 
Cobalt Soul collected and guarded, not all of which was allowed to disperse from within the 
walls again. Yet, the Archives were not Beauregard’s destination. Zeenoth very rarely visited 
that place anymore. 


Beauregard passed the large library, continuing further across the grounds of the Cobalt Soul 
until she came to the training grounds. Beyond those, past the dormitories for new recruits 
and instructors, stood the offices where the leaders of the Cobalt Soul carried out their 
everyday duties. It hadn’t used to be located here. Beauregard remembered a time when this 
had been little more than a store house, back when Yudala was still High Curator. 


After the newly named High Curator Zeenoth’s home had been attacked, and all but 
destroyed, he’d redesigned the storehouse into a fortified office. The initiates and instructors 
served as a convenient defense against attacks, though there had yet to be one since 
construction had finished. Behind those offices were Zeenoth’s personal training grounds, 
rooms to teach and instruct his select pupils. They were no different than any other training 


arena, so Beau wasn’t sure why he’d bothered other than to just not have to share with the 
rest of the Soul. 


Beauregard’s status gave her easy access to the building, the two crownsguard stationed at 
the entrance taking one look at her uniform and letting her pass unchallenged. She paid no 
attention to them as she pulled open the large oak door, closing it behind her. If there were 
still guards standing at the door rather than patrolling, that meant someone was still here 
working during the late hour. Whether it was Zeenoth or not... that was the question. 


Torches lined the walls at regular intervals, the caged flame providing flickering light. 
Considering Beauregard now knew Zeenoth kept not one, but two pet mages, she found it a 
little hypocritical that the excuse for non-magical light was a distrust of the arcane. But 
something had to light the halls once the sun went down, and it wasn’t like he cared about 
wasting a trainees time to light and put out a torch. 


Beau followed the line of burning torches, disregarding any other path simply for the fact it 
was dark. It was too obvious, and if she really did find someone at the end of this... it 
certainly wouldn’t be Zeenoth. If he were, Beau didn’t want to be the one to tell on the poor 
trainee that had doused all the torches except these. 


The tension eased from Beau’s chest as she rounded the hallway, the lit torches ending at an 
office that was, in fact, not Zeenoth’s. Curious, Beau continued forward, walking silently to 
the open doorway and moving to lean against the frame. Inside the office, pouring over 
numerous scrolls and parchments spread out across a large desk, sat a half-orc. He was thin, 
older with multiple chins of skin folds from age and sagging, his long white hair spilling 
across a few of the parchments he worked on. Beau had to smirk hearing him curse under his 
breath and brush the strands out of his way. 


“Burning the midnight oil, Kathedoc?” Beau asked, a little too pleased at the startled yelp the 
old man let out as he jumped a good three inches. 


Kathedoc looked up at her, freezing in his mad scramble for a weapon, and then scowling 
once he recognized her. “Expositor Beauregard. I was unaware you were back in the city.” 


“Just arrived. I’m only back for a few days, just long enough to report, get a new order, and 
get out of town.” Beau stated easily. She didn’t hold his attitude against him. She and 
Kathedoc had never gotten along, but he didn’t treat her any differently despite their history. 
She wasn’t going to win any points by startling him, but how else was Beau supposed to keep 
the old Archavist on his toes. 


“T suppose you’ve chosen a good time for it.” Kathedoc huffed, tucking his hair back behind 
an ear as he stepped back up to his desk and the papers. “The High Curator wants to expand a 
circle into Marquet, of all places. The logistics alone...” 


“He wants to put an Archive in Marquet?” Beau asked, brow rising. 


“One can only presume. And he is negotiating for the same on the coast. Whether it be for an 
Archive or for the crown, I cannot say.” Kathedoc rambled, back to pouring over his 
parchments again. 


“Isn’t that good though?” Beau pointed out. The news was interesting, and it certainly made 
more sense why Zeenoth wasn’t so upset about Luten’s death. 


Kathedoc sighed, straightening. “Yes, I suppose. But according to the mages, it takes a year’s 
worth of time and effort to establish a circle. Which was included in the design plan, which 
means I now need to draft a proposal that details how this will be done, within cost no less, 
and present it to the crown, the Assembly, and the High Curator himself all within the week.” 
Kathedoc explained, tone going from irate, to stressed, and finally ending on just tired. “Now, 
I doubt your visit is for the sole purpose of distracting me from my work. What do you 
want?” 


“I’m looking for Zeenoth, but I guess he’s kicked off for the day.” Beau answered, stepping 
back. She could take a hint, her help wasn’t wanted. Not that she had a lot of expertise to give 
anyway. And, again, while she didn’t personally get along with Kathedoc, Beau also didn’t 
want to actively make his job harder. For what she knew about him, he was a decent guy. 


“Quite.” Kathedoc snorted, turning his attention back to his papers. He paused, jerking up 
fraction as if just realizing something. His tone was a little more carefully neutral as he 
glanced back up at her. “I believe he left a message for you in his office.” 


Well, that sounded ominous. 


Rather than bother Kathedoc with pointless questions, Beauregard left him to his work and 
padded further down the hallway. She didn’t worry about light, she knew the way well 
enough without it. Besides, if this were some test (which was possible because it had been 
done before), then it would be stupid to give her position away. Beauregard did grab a torch, 
however, dousing it as she went. Having one on hand was both makeshift weapon and easy 
light once it was needed. 


Beauregard pulled on her training as she moved through the darkness, the shift in thought 
process as jarring as always when she did this voluntarily. It was easier to do when she was 
on her own, no friends around to worry about hurting. The only thing she needed to be 
mindful of was the information she revealed. That wasn’t a problem, as her training covered 
keeping secrets just that. Secret. 


Zeenoth’s office was the furthest one back, down a flight of stairs that curved around behind 
the other four on the current hallway. It wasn’t underground despite the curved stairwell, the 
topography of the ground outside and the foundation of the front only made it feel that way. 
The door to his office was open when she arrived, Beau’s searching hands meeting air as her 
fingers skimmed noiselessly along the wall. 


She stepped into the room, listening for any movement and trying to sense any change in the 
air that might indicate a person. Beau moved forward a step, hoping that the layout of the 
office hadn’t changed since her last visit. Zeenoth kept it bare, so it limited her chances of 
making noise or running into something. Two steps in, Beau wasn’t sure just what it was that 
caught her attention, she was just suddenly aware that there was someone in the room with 
her. 


Beau froze, not moving or breathing, just waiting... there, a subtle shift of movement behind 
her by the door. She spun around quickly, holding the torch in her hand while using her 
forearm to catch the intruder by the throat and shove them up against the wall. The metal 
against her skin alerted Beau to who the person likely was and the soft scent of Omega, 
similar but different to Caleb, confirming. 


Astrid. 


Shit, Kathedoc’s strange look made more sense now. Left a message her ass, he’d left Astrid. 
Sure, she probably had a message, but the damned old man could have just said that. Beau 
stepped back, grabbing supplies to light the torch from the small bag at her hip. Astrid was 
quiet, certainly less vocal than Caleb had ever been, but Beau was pretty sure she hadn’t 
moved. Sure enough, Astrid was still standing against the wall by the time Beau got the torch 
lit. 


Beau let out a huff of irritation, annoyed at both Kathedoc for not being clear and herself for 
not seeing this coming. Mostly at Zeenoth for being such a bastard. A quick sweep of the 
room showed it empty but for the two of them, and Beau turned her attention back to the 
Omega in front of her. 


Other than a split lip and a cut under her eye, Astrid looked largely unharmed. Her throat was 
probably going to be sore and bruised, but that was all the damage done by Beau’s hand. It 
wasn’t the only damage there, Beau could tell by the way Astrid carried herself, the almost 
imperceptible hesitation before bowing. The Omega was definitely injured. Afraid too. 


Astrid straightened from her bow, eyes downcast, hands clasped in front of her. The 
picturesque example of a submissive obedient Omega. Astrid didn’t move or flinch when 
Beau stepped closer, though her breath faltered and stopped for a moment. Beau simply 
placed the torch in a nearby sconce, taking the chance to inspect and make sure she’d not hurt 
Astrid. 


“T take it you’re the message Kathedoc told me about. Where’s Zeenoth?” Beau asked, 
stepping back once she was sure no permanent damage had been done. 


Astrid opened her mouth, but stopped short of speaking, ducking her head a little further as 
she remained quiet. Beau narrowed her eyes, suspicion rising before she remembered the 
conversation she’d had with Caleb once, about permissions. Specifically, that he would need 
permission to speak to Astrid, and she to him. It didn’t take a great stretch of the imagination 
to think Zeenoth had told Astrid to stand there quietly until told otherwise. 


“You can speak.” Beau stated gruffly, feeling awkward about having to say that in the first 
place. To that point, what would Astrid have done if Beau never showed? She could have just 
as easily gone to Zeenoth’s personal estate, or the Archive (he technically had an office there 
too). 


Astrid obeyed, voice a little raw. “Expositor. The High Curator is currently at the Archives. 
He wishes you to remain here until he returns.” 


The shorter woman paused for a moment, shoulders tensing before she continued. “He allows 
that you may do as you please with me until then.” 


Oh, if only. What would please Beauregard would be sitting Astrid down and telling her 
Caleb was fine, they were going to get her out of here, and they were going to go find 
Eodwulf. That all three of them would be safe and together very soon. That she was so 
fucking sorry her mistakes had led to Astrid being hurt. Beau would like to not be looked at 
like she was a terrifying danger just for being associated with Zeenoth. Not that she could 
blame Astrid on that last point, their last meeting had involved Beau hitting the Omega quite 
a lot. 


“Right.” Beau said instead, looking back out the still open doorway. It was kind of ironic that 
Zeenoth was at the one place she specifically figured he would not be. “Go sit down 
somewhere until he shows up then, I guess.” 


Astrid did as she was told, simply sinking to her knees in that exact spot. Beau stepped back, 
turning and heading over to the large desk in the room. It was clear of papers or bobbles, 
Zeenoth preferring not to keep trinkets in his workspace. Not unless one counted an Omega, 
but Beau wasn’t going to go there. She hopped up to sit on the desk, crossing her legs and 
taking in a slow breath. 


Beau tried to meditate, but it was bugging her why Zeenoth had told Astrid to say that. That 
she was allowed to do as she pleased with the Omega. And wasn’t it just the strangest 
coincidence that she’d had that offered extended to her in regard to both Caleb and Astrid 
now. And the circumstances weren’t all that different, if she judged Zeenoth’s end goal 
correctly. 


Avantika had meant it to be incentive to follow her orders, join her crew. Zeenoth likely 
meant it much the same. A reward for doing as told. She gathered, from what little Caleb had 
said about a few past owners, that the High Curator used Caleb in such a way. An incentive 
and reward to curry favor. It just didn’t make sense why he would choose this avenue. 
Zeenoth had trained every instinct out of Beau, so why would he try and tempt her with an 
Omega. Unless... 


Unless he had doubts as to how well that training was sticking. He’d already made comments 
about her going soft, on losing her touch. Beau developed the theory that, being Beta, 
Zeenoth viewed the instinct of an Alpha and Omega as a liability because he didn’t have 
them himself. It was something to be used and taken advantage of in an opponent, but not 
something that should be allowed to influence one’s self. Yet clearly he did not mind some of 
his underlings possessing that instinct, as proof by Mako (who Beau had not forgotten 
about). 


Zeenoth knew Beauregard’s preferences, so it stood to reason that he would put Astrid in a 
position for Beau to indulge. Caleb was Omega, yes, but he was still male. While the soft 
scent of that did appeal to her, she played for the complete opposite team. Best guess, Astrid 
was a test to see if this was a way to keep Beau under Zeenoth’s control. More carrot than 
stick, because he seemed to be getting a clue that threats to the Nein didn’t work out how he 
generally wanted. 


Besides, while Caleb was originally Zeenoth’s pawn, in the scope of the Mighty Nein the 
Omega was more Dwendal’s bid for control. Perhaps Astrid was to be Zeenoth’s... 


It was something Beau could work with as well. They needed some sort of excuse to get 
close to Astrid later, without Zeenoth around. If Beau made it look like she really was 
interested in the Omega, he would be less suspicious by the request. Would be more likely to 
grant it in order to regain his hold on Beauregard. 


Unfortunately for Astrid, that meant Beau was going to have to set the stage so to speak. 


It was easy enough to do, the analytical exercise having put Beau in the dissociated mindset 
enough that she didn’t even feel the guilt or shame that should have come with her planned 
course of action. Beau knew she should feel bad because, over the past half hour or so, Astrid 
had managed to find a semblance of calm which shattered the instant she realized the monk’s 
attention had shifted her way. Beau slid down off Zeenoth’s desk to stride over to the Omega, 
sitting down beside her. 


Astrid didn’t move except to shift into the same perfectly orchestrated form of submission; 
on her knees, palms flat over her thighs, head down and tilted just so to expose her throat. It 
was perfectly designed to appeal to instinct, an unspoken offer that would have most Alphas 
watering at the mouth. The gesture didn’t reach Beau the same way, though she could 
identify what it was meant to do. 


“How long had he been gone before I arrived?” Beau asked flatly, calculating just how far 
she’d need to go to pull this off. She wouldn’t hurt Astrid, wouldn’t force herself on the 
woman, but Beau needed to play this right. 


“An hour, maybe two, Expositor.” Astrid replied. 


“Maybe?” Beau repeated back, reaching to brush a lock of blonde hair out of Astrid’s face, 
playing with the strands in her fingers for a moment. “You don’t have the same knack for 
timekeeping Caleb does, huh?” 


The comment made Astrid twitch, and Beau had to mentally check herself. There was setting 
a stage to manipulate Zeenoth at his own game, and there was needlessly pissing off Caleb’s 
friend. Who was also a mage. Beau figured the only reason she didn’t have a face full of fire 
right now was the collar around Astrid’s throat. It was a delicate balance to walk between 
Zeenoth’s training to poke and pry at weak spots, and being the person she truly was and 
wanted to be. 


“T am sorry to have displeased you, Expositor.” Astrid apologized after a few slow breaths, 
obviously fighting to keep her tone even and neutral. There was a slight tremor to her voice, 
the scent of fear hanging around Astrid like a cloud. 


“T can think of a few ways you could make it up to me.” Beau replied, letting the back of her 
fingers brush Astrid’s cheek. She pulled back after a moment, standing up sighing with a note 
of resigned annoyance. “Doubt I'll have time right now though, and Yasha’s not around to 
benefit so I don’t see the point.” 


Gods, Beau was going to want to punch herself in the face for this later. But she was 
operating under the assumption her every word was going to be repeated back verbatim to 
Zeenoth at some point. She needed to give him enough to work with so that he’d want to 
dangle Astrid out to her, as incentive for ‘good behavior’. 


Astrid didn’t miss a beat in replying, didn’t move or flinch, just stayed in perfect form on the 
ground. “As you wish, Expositor.” 


Beau had to hand it to her, girl had composure. There were cracks; Astrid’s fingers pressing 
tightly into her legs, a fine tremor shivering through her shoulders on occasion, and a nervous 
flicker of her gaze toward the still empty door. She certainly bought the story, and all the 
implications behind it. 


For lack of anything better to do, Beau began to snoop. Honestly, what else was Zeenoth 
expecting? She wasn’t going to take advantage of Astrid; even if Beau were so inclined, she 
wouldn’t do that just for the sheer possibility of being walked in on by Zeenoth. Gross. 


Most of the drawers of the desk were unlocked, which Beau ignored as holding non-valuable 
information. She’d check later if she were still bored, but they didn’t hold her interest 
currently. Not that she expected to find anything damning or of worth to her in the first place. 
Instead, she focused on the drawers that were locked, checking first for any nasty surprises. 
Beau paused as the first left an odd tingle to the tips of her fingers, the monk glancing up 
toward Astrid. 


“You magic any of these?” Beau asked, dropping her hands away from the drawer when 
Astrid nodded. She didn’t bother asking if the mage could dispel what she’d done, the collar 
prevented that course of action and Beau wasn’t fool enough to take it off. “Which ones?” 


Astrid took her chances in looking up, studying the Expositor in the room with her. She’d 
come to know what to expect from the High Curator, how to read his tone, his words, and 
actions in order to prepare for what may be coming her way. It was rare Zeenoth gave her to 
anyone, and the few he had were repeat customers enough that Astrid had learned to read 
them just as well. It often didn’t help, but it made her feel more in control at least. 


Astrid’s last interaction with this Alpha was hardly enough to go on, and truthfully had left 
her with more questions than anything. Beauregard’s motives were a mystery, her words and 
actions now only deepening that perception. Poor news for Astrid, because this was very 
similar to the initial contact orders she’d been given before in feeling out a potential mark. 
Most of which, in the past, had been gifted Caleb to keep, all for the sake of ingratiating them 
to Zeenoth’s will. Astrid had never been ordered to do this with an Alpha who was already a 
follower of Zeenoth’s training (and whose pack owned Caleb currently anyway), but that did 
not change the parameters of what was expected. 


“The one before you, and the far bottom left.” Astrid answered, taking advantage of the 
monk’s distraction to continue watching. Both were harmless spells, Zeenoth would never 
allow his access to anything to be dependent upon anyone, much less an Omega. Both traps 
simply sparked light, the magic a mere a deterrent rather than any real danger. But the 
Expositor didn’t ask, and Astrid didn’t volunteer the information. 


She wasn’t sure what the Alpha expected to find, Zeenoth wasn’t so careless to leave any 
sensitive documents in such an obvious place. The Expositor didn’t reply, but she did shift 
her attention to the remaining two locked drawers that were not set with arcane traps. A pity 
because, despite the danger it presented to her, Astrid would have liked to see the indignant 
expression on the monk when a spray of glittering light hit her in the face. 


Astrid watched the monk effortlessly unlock the first drawer, the Alpha making herself 
comfortable as she pulled out a few papers and leafed through them absently. Judging by her 
expression, they were not impressive, interesting, or important. After a while, she put them 
back before moving on to the last locked drawer. That locked proved just as unchallenging, 
the Expositor repeating the process from the other. 


“Keeping busy?” 


Astrid dropped her gaze, schooling back a wince at hearing Zeenoth’s voice as she corrected 
her posture. She could only hope he had not noticed her disobedience. She didn’t breathe any 
easier when he stepped past her, though she thought perhaps she was in the clear for that one 
misstep at least. She heard the drawer shut and the slight shuffle of papers, presumably the 
Expositor standing from where she’d been rifling through the desk. 


“What else did you expect? I’m not exactly an exhibitionist.” Beauregard snorted, light 
footsteps moving her to the same side of the desk as Astrid and Zeenoth. But she was 
interested, if not for her own sake then for the Yasha she had mentioned. Astrid read that in 
her words easily enough even without the blatant statement the Expositor had made earlier. 
She wasn’t looking forward to reporting that to the High Curator. Whether herself or Caleb, 
one of them would be used to satisfy that desire to curry a favor for Zeenoth. 


Zeenoth clicked his fingers, Astrid rising to her feet obediently. She kept her head down, 
arms behind her as she waited for orders. The command for light came as no surprise. Astrid 
retrieved the torch Beauregard had brought and lit, taking it around the room to light the rest. 
She still had the collar on, so arcane means of lighting the room were not an option. 


Not that she was complaining. Astrid had a feeling this would take a while. Zeenoth had been 
beyond furious over his student’s failures and would want a complete and detailed report. In 
the event that did not satisfy nor dim his anger, Astrid did not want to have to attempt to keep 
a light spell going while suffering the outcome of that fury. Again. 


The High Curator moved to inspect the papers Beauregard had laid out, skimming them as 
the light in the room rose to a high enough level he could read. Astrid ignored the presumed 
power play between the two, focusing on finishing her task and putting the original torch 
back in the empty sconce. Once done, Astrid returned to the High Curator’s side, kneeling at 
his feet in proper form and waited. 


Zeenoth swept the papers into a neat stack, leaving them in the center of the desk before 
looking up at Beauregard with an expectant look. “Report.” 
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”Report.”’ 


Beauregard straightened by habit at the clipped command, sinking back into the many years 
of training. She began her report with the events that followed Caleb’s original teleportation 
spell, the one that had taken the Omega and herself back to BrokenBank. 


“There wasn’t much to be learned from the pirate we’d captured, so we turned him over to 
the merchant and set sail toward the islands you had specified. We found the ruins of a 
temple, and other than some Revelry that beat us to it, and some fish men, there was little 
else to be found. The temple descended down, and we found a tomb with the relic. 
Approaching it triggered some kind of necromancy. At risk of being overrun, I grabbed the 
relic and told Caleb to teleport us out. Which dropped us into the ocean, so getting back to 
the ship took another couple days.” 


A small lie, covered by added detail that would likely catch his attention. Beau wanted to 
cover for the extra time they’d had to take finding and retrieving Lucien. As she’d hoped, 
Zeenoth’s eyebrows rose as he scoffed. “He did what?” 


"Trust me, he paid for it." Beau explained, choosing her words carefully. She couldn't lie, but 
she could shape the narrative into something beneficial to her pack. "No one was happy he 
dumped us in the water. I had to bite his ass to wake him up, Fjord had to do the bond over. It 
was awkward as hell right off the beach." 


That part was true, technically, but the implications she made were not. Nobody had happy, 
but nobody had been mad at Caleb. It probably had been awkward, them watching how hurt 
and scared Caleb had been, but most people would assume a different scenario. Especially as 
it related to Alpha and Omega. Beau had been so disconnected it was hard to remember, but 
it was plausible at least. 


Zeenoth didn't question her about it further, didn't even look doubtful. Astrid’s jaw was 
clenched hard, though she didn’t move or look up. She did stiffen as Zeenoth shifted slightly 
to throw the Omega a short look, his attention turning back to Beauregard. “If he is exhibiting 
such disobedience, I would suggest bringing him back here for a reminder to be more 
diligent.” 


‘No way in hell’ was not an acceptable answer, unfortunately. Beau shrugged, managing to 
make the motion as easy and carefree as she wanted to convey. “If it makes him quit fucking 
up that spell.” 


Zeenoth nodded once, waving a hand as he sat in the chair behind his desk. “Continue.” 


Beau obeyed, skimming through the first and second attacks on their ship once they’d set sail 
off the island. She downplayed Caleb’s part in their rescue, putting more emphasis on how 
the Omega had been used as coercion for Fjord and the others to do as Avantika had 
demanded. It was what everyone had wanted out of giving them Caleb in the first place, may 
as well let them think it had the potential to work to plan. She didn’t cast any more shade on 
Caleb’s spell work, she’d gotten her point in earlier and didn’t want to actually risk Zeenoth 
demanding she bring the Omega to him. 


“We didn’t find out until after we returned to Nicodranas that it was the last seal.” Beau 
continued to report. “Once we got back, Fjord and Lucien got into it over Caleb, which was 
yet another delay as Lucien went off to find a way to separate himself from Molly. Took a 
couple days, but Fjord got Caleb back and, good new, Lucien’s out of the equation now.” 


Lucien was a topic that she’d never gone into great detail about, though Zeenoth knew about 
the other bloodhunter. Beauregard had always fended off questions with an excuse that 
Lucien was not often around and, when he was, did not trust her. Zeenoth usually had more 
important irons in the fire, so he’d not been overly concerned with an entity that was so rarely 
in play. Now that Lucien was (to an extent) no longer part of the Nein, Beau felt it safe 
enough to pin some of the pack’s distractions on him. 


"You said you had a solution for the contract with the Nicodranian council?" Zeenoth asked, 
moving the papers she had snooped out earlier back into the desk drawer before looking up at 
her. 

"More or less." Beau replied, grimacing. She’d been expecting at least a few questions on the 
topic of Lucien and why she considered him not a problem. Zeenoth didn’t generally accept 
vague assurances like that. "We know Avantika is the ringleader and the one utilizing these 
artifacts. Supposedly they release some creature. Finding that thing and taming it are going to 
take her some time. And that's if she can control it." 


"That is not a solution, Beauregard." Zeenoth warned, tone leaning into impatient. “That is a 
possible course the enemy might pursue.” 


"Our original mission from the crown was just to find the problem. Which we did. If there’s a 
second part which involves dealing with the problem, then we go after Avantika. She’s the 
leader of the Revelry, her home base is Rumblecusp, no question. Luring her back would be 
easy, pirates are cutthroat. We would only need to present a threat to her power. Small strike 
team, take her out, let the rest of them fight for the title of Plank King. Best case scenario 
after that, we reseal the beast and bring you the relic." Beau retorted, feeling a distant sense 
of smug satisfaction at the narrow-eyed look of annoyance from the High Curator. It was 
purely an accident, but Beau was pretty sure she’d just stumbled into some important 
information. 


It didn’t sound like Dwendal knew about the relics, or Zeenoth’s pursuit of them. 


Beau dialed it back down seeing Astrid cringe just a fraction. She’d made a point, dug out a 
little net of safety for her pack in the process, and now needed to play the part of the good 
student again. “Look, I get that I screwed up. I underestimated how Fjord would react to 
Caleb. I didn’t consider that Lucien would do the same and become such a problem. But I’ve 
got them back here, ready to report this to the king in whatever way keeps his favor.” 


Gods, somehow Beau felt more disgusting after saying that than she’d felt making a pass at 
Astrid. Of all the tactics at her disposal, sucking up was the most distasteful. Zeenoth 
considered Beau’s words for a moment, leaning back in his seat and steepling his fingers in 
front of him. Beau could think of about a dozen different ways he was probably considering 
spinning this to his advantage and wondered which, if any, he would choose. 


“When the king grants their audience, have them give the report as events happened. Without 
mentioning my requests. His majesty’s schedule is full the next two days, find time before 
then to direct the Nein in the appropriate direction.” Zeenoth ordered evenly, gaze flickering 
up to Beau’s as he stood. “Your rooms here have been prepared. I have some new potentials I 
want for you to test tomorrow. Last we spoke, you alluded that having an Omega made 
curbing the Nein’s extreme tendencies easier. What changed?” 


Zeenoth clicked his fingers as he spoke, Astrid rising to her feet beside him, and he unlocked 
the collar around her neck. The metal vanished into his robes, the High Curator stepping 
around desk and toward the door. 


Astrid lifted one hand, fingers twisting in a short motion before six orbs of light float gently 
around and in front of the two monks. With a flick of the wrist of her other hand, all the 
torches in the room snuffed out at once. Distantly, Beau filed that information away as 
impressive. She had seen Caleb's ability and, from the looks of it, Astrid matched him. 
Maybe even exceeded in terms of finesse, if Beau was any judge. 


Beau fell in step with Zeenoth as he left the office, answering the question as they strode 
down the hall. “Some infighting over him, basically. As I'd said, it was Mollymauk who had 
added his mark to Caleb. Lucien took exception, wanting him for his own. He caused 
problems when he showed up, staying longer.” 


“And you did not report this at the time, why?” 


Beau shrugged. “There were more important matters, and I didn’t have the necessary 
information to know if it were going to be an ongoing one. That didn’t happen until after the 
conflict with Avantika and we’d returned to Nicodranas.” 


“And the rest of the group?” Zeenoth asked. 


“Calming down, now that Lucien’s gone.” Beau answered, glancing into Kathedoc’s now 
empty and dark office. Seemed he’d gone, which... good for him. Though she intended to go 
find him at some point in the next day or so, if nothing else but to give him shit for not 
warning her Astrid was waiting in Zeenoth’s office. “Yasha doesn’t have a problem with 
Fjord and Molly having Caleb for themselves, neither do any of the others, obviously. Other 
than the lengths they’Il go to keep him, I’d say Dwendal’s plan to calm them down has 
worked.” 


Beau thought it was weird how. ..true that last part was. Yasha didn’t have a problem with it 
because it was plain to see that Caleb, though still nervous and sometimes afraid, did sort of 
like Fjord and Molly. And those two would never hurt Caleb, so why would Yasha mind. And 
Caleb did calm the group, outside of when he was threatened or in danger. The last stupid 
thing any of them had done was Molly trying to run off and murder the king’s messengers 
(she wasn’t counting Lucien’s murder of Luten). Even their assault on the pirate’s fortress at 
Brokenbank had been carried out with far less catastrophes than normal. 


“We will see what his majesty says about the Nein’s report.” Zeenoth allowed, the three of 
them exiting the offices and stepping into the cool night air. “See what you can learn of this 
Uk’atoa at the Archives tomorrow morning. I will call for you sometime in the afternoon.” 


Beau had to stifle the urge to groan, though she did roll her eyes since Zeenoth was 
preoccupied and not looking. The bastard knew she still hated research and bookwork. 
Honestly, what he was requiring her to do was something Expositors made the trainees do. It 
was a perk of the position, not having to scour through thousands of book for a few scraps of 
information. Staying at the Soul wasn’t a surprise, she’d expected that. She’d just not 
expected Zeenoth’s retaliation against her messing things up to be... bookwork. 


Beau split off from Astrid and Zeenoth after the training grounds, the two of them heading 
east, likely to the High Curator’s private estate. Beau’s dorm, a house that had been divided 
into sections so three could stay in it at once, was at the far west end of the Tangles. It was 
dark and unused when she got there, much like she remembered it to be. Beau had always 
had a knack for running off prospective roommates. She moved through the empty rooms, 
finding the bed chamber and tossing herself onto the thin mattress. 


Beau was ashamed of how long it took for her thoughts to turn to her pack, to Yasha and 
Jester, and how the rest of their night might have fared. It had been late by the time her report 
and discussion with Zeenoth had wrapped up, enough that exhaustion had been creeping into 
the back of her mind. Not enough to sleep. She simply stared up at the dark ceiling, replaying 
each word and action to analyze where she could have done better. What the target’s next step 
would be and how she would counter and react. 


It was a memory of Jester that cut through the carefully constructed walls she’d built up. A 
memory of a time, much like this, where Beau hadn’t been able to sleep. She’d tried; had lain 
next to Yash and Jester, thoughts turning around and around in her head. It had been her first 
time sleeping with them. Actual sleeping, they’d hooked up a few times prior. 


But that had been the night she realized she loved them. The whole stupid pack and their 
chaotic plans that, despite all odds and logic otherwise, often worked. She’d nearly died that 
day and the rest of them had kept her alive, had come back for her. She loved them, but Jester 
and Yasha most of all. So when Molly had asked her to be pack... she’d almost abandoned 
her training and said yes. 


She had, eventually. Beau rolled onto her side, fingers brushing the mark on her ribs. Worst 
part about being back in Rexxentrum with Zeenoth pissed at her was being away from Jester 
and Yasha. The last time they’d been back here, he’d not cared. She’d been able to stay with 
the others, drinking and laughing at the local tavern, celebrating a job well done. 


Jester would have poked her by now, complaining she was thinking too loudly. Yasha would 
have curled around them both, purring a deep thunderous rumble. It was stupid to complain 
about missing that for a few nights, especially when she knew how much worse it for Caleb 
being back here. For Astrid having lived here for... years. Fuck, she didn’t even know how 
long. 


Beauregard closed her eyes, laying on her back and breathing in slow even measures, 
meditating in hopes of fooling her body into relaxing enough to sleep. It worked, to an extent. 
She found herself slipping in and out of sleep, flashes of dreams playing at odd discord with 
real memories. Dairon and their argument, except Beau stayed and apologized for her harsh 
words. Jester’s hopeful face as Molly asked her to be pack, the disappointment at her refusal. 
Caleb shouting at her back at the keep, but Astrid was there on her knees, afraid. 


The images came and went, dreams that sifted away in her waking moments like mist under 
the sun. When she finally sat up, abandoning sleep altogether, the dreams were a blur of color 
and indecipherable sound at best. Still, Beau was left with a feeling of restless unease, an 
urge to move and hit something. 


Thankfully, Beau discovered the sun had already risen above the horizon upon leaving the 
dormitories. It was more than a little senseless, but the daylight made things easier to deal 
with. The streets were busy already, monks generally got an early start to the day, and Beau 
stood watching the familiar colors of the Cobalt Soul pass by. 


Beau kind of wished Jester would message her, just to hear the Tiefling’s voice. She 
understood why Jes didn’t, they all knew it was touch and go when Zeenoth was irritated at 
whatever side gig Beau had failed. Which happened, from time to time. Best case scenario 
she’d have ignored Jester, worse case she would have snapped at her. 


Deciding to take no news as good news, Beau set out toward the Archives. Zeenoth’s orders 
to find information about Avantika’s new pet demi-god (or whatever it was) was something 
that benefited her and the Nein’s plans anyway. None of them had any intentions of letting 
some monster loose to destroy the coast. Marion lived there. 


Beauregard got one of the Archavists to point her in the direction of the tomes that were 
related to the sea and the coast, making her way to the restricted sections as a starting point. It 
was, by no means, fun. She hated research. This kind anyway. Throw her in a city and have 
her go talk to people and dig up secrets any day. Far far preferrable to slogging through 
books for hours on end. 


Hours. And hours. And hours. 


Beauregard had left three tables a scattered mess of books, two rooms much the same, 
entirely uncaring of which Archavist ended up putting them back on shelves. If they got 
irritated enough, they could complain to Zeenoth. She hoped he got a headache for the 
trouble. Beauregard was walking out of a third room when the boredom finally came to an 
end. Unfortunately, it came with her, once again, pinning a very suddenly not invisible Astrid 
to the wall by the neck. 


“Fuck!” Beau snarled, stepping back in a sharp movement. “You have got to stop doing that!” 


Astrid didn’t say anything for a moment, one hand at her throat as she seemed to be 
struggling not to cough and draw attention. Which made sense, because it pointed out very 
clearly that Astrid did not have a collar on. There was also a giant red mark on her cheek, so 
Beau guessed the Omega had either pissed Zeenoth off or he was just in a bad mood. 


“Apologies, Expositor.” Astrid said quietly after a moment, dropping her hand and putting 
them behind her. “The High Curator bid me collect you, if you will please follow me.” 


“Looks like somebody lost their collar.” Beau pointed out, though she gestured to indicate 
Astrid should lead the way. 


Astrid turned to obey, hands shaking behind her as she walked. “In the privacy of a residence, 
a collar is not legally required. When present, it denotes ownership and disallows others use 
of the owner’s property. I belong to the High Curator. The argument could be made that, on 
the grounds of the Archives, a collar is not legally required.” 


Ah. Beau could see where this was going. It was not a pleasant thought and it made things a 
whole hell of a lot more clear why Caleb was so attached to having a collar on. Thankfully he 
seemed to like and appreciate the one Jester had made him, but it was still... degrading. But 
if Beau guessed right about what Astrid was saying, maybe to them it was less degrading and 
more of a safety net. 


“So, this is him saying I’m allowed to do as I please with you again?” Beau made herself ask, 
sliding closer to the Omega. 


Clearly nervous, Astrid glanced around at the numerous monks and Archavists of the Soul, a 
handful of Assembly robed mages mixed in, and an even smaller number of plain clothed 
civilians. “If that is your pleasure, Expositor.” 


Beau snorted. “That’s not an answer, you know.” 
That got a flinch. 


She hadn’t meant it to be a threat, had actually been unintentionally honest with the 
comment. Astrid had sidestepped the question easily, leaving it ambiguous as to whether 
Beau would have permission or not. For most people, the possibility of angering the High 
Curator by using his Omega without clear permission would be enough to ward off any 
advances. 


But she flinched, and Beau knew there was more. Astrid was hiding something, and the 
blonde mage belonged to Zeenoth, so Beau needed to know what it was. It was too easy to 
zone in on the point of weakness, instinct and emotion abandoned for the training Zeenoth 
had drummed into her. Too easy to move closer, letting herself put an arm around Astrid’s 
shoulders to touch the side of the Omega’s neck. “Now, why don’t you tell me what really 
happened.” 


To her credit, Astrid kept walking. Beau could feel her terror in the racing pulse at her 
fingertips, a fear so obvious Beau would have known even without the sour scent of it in her 
nose. It meant nothing to Beauregard, just another point of leverage to get what she needed. 


Astrid’s voice was stiff, a tremor just below the surface that threatened to turn her words into 
a stammer. “I displeased the High Curator and failed to make amends. He bid me fetch you, I 
asked for a collar, he punished the presumption. I left and cast an invisibility spell on myself 
until I found you.” 


“Something tells me you weren’t supposed to do that.” Beau said flatly, hardly feeling the 
words come out. The Omega’s pulse hadn’t wavered, still racing in time with her rapid 
heartbeats. 


Astrid’s reply was thin, the tremor breaking through and causing her words to faulter. ““N-no, 
Expositor.” 


Again, truth. It took some effort for Beau to drop her hand from the Omega, to turn her gaze 
forward and not pursue the advantage. She knew something Astrid would prefer Zeenoth 
never find out and it was a fight not to continue with what training dictated. But what would 
she blackmail the Omega for? There was nothing of worth, nothing to gain. 


Except she might trust you more if you don’t tell, a very Jester sounding thought suggested, 
unwinding some of the tension. Beau let out a slow breath, inch by inch willing her body 
back into some semblance of relaxation. Trust wasn’t something she should bother hoping 
for, but a bit of goodwill might be in the cards. Beau wouldn’t tell Zeenoth, and maybe Astrid 
wouldn’t completely hate her after all this was over. 


Astrid didn’t speak again for the rest of the walk, leading Beauregard back to the offices from 
the prior evening. It was busier now, a few people greeting Beauregard with a friendly word. 
Few paid Astrid any mind, though Beau kept a note of any that gave the Omega a second 
look. 


Kathedoc was back again, looking unhappy as he stood outside his office with arms crossed 
listening to a Tabaxi rattling off numbers. His gaze fell on Beauregard as she walked past, 
flickering to Astrid and back before refocusing on the Tabaxi. Disapproval. Disgust. Whether 
directed toward herself or Astrid, Beau wasn’t sure. She filed the information away for future 
reference in any case. 

Astrid led her to Zeenoth’s office, no surprise there. He was at a bookshelf when they came 
in, scanning through the center of a tome. He looked up hearing them enter, giving Beau a 
half nod. “Beauregard.” 


Beau jerked her head up in a silent response, watching Astrid as the Omega went to 
Zeenoth’s side and knelt down in the same submissive posture as before. Zeenoth simply 
ignored her, standing and walking around to the door that led to the training arena. He 
gestured to Beau to follow, the monk giving Astrid a last glance as she obeyed. 


This training arena was underground, torches casting a flickering orange light around the 
sand filled pit. Racks of weapons stood along each side wall, one set blunted and the other 
not. Two monks were sparring in the center, a third watching and studying their movements. 
The two sparring were both human, the observer a rich green Tiefling. 


The Tiefling looked their way as Beau and Zeenoth entered, gold cat slitted eyes reflecting 
the torchlight. She was lean and lithe, spaded tail curling in a slow arch behind her as she 


looked over Beau. She had a duel set of horns extending near straight up from her forehead. 
The longer were a foot and a half, curving in a slow arch over her short cut light violet hair. 
At the base of those horns were two others, little more than small spikes. Her ears were long 
and pointed, gold chained jewelry hanging from each lobe. She wore no shoes, her cloven 
feet leaving light grooves on the packed sand, and there were faintly glowing lines of tattoos 
on her arm and stomach. Her uniform was that of a monk; a crop top shirt and standard 
trousers dyed a deep burgundy green, with a matching shade of linens circling both forearms 
up to her biceps. 


The other two stopped their match as Beau and Zeenoth drew closer, showing a decent 
amount of spatial awareness to match the Tiefling, considering both Beau and Zeenoth had 
made little noise entering. 


The taller man had hair falling long down his back and tied back in a slightly mussed queue. 
His uniform deviated from the norm, an open white vest with matching loose fit trousers, a 
deep red dash tied at his waist. He wore fingerless red gloves, gold bands around his wrists 
and biceps to match the discs adorning his ears. From his dress and skin tone, Beauregard 
would guess he hailed from Marquet. 


The shorter male fit the build and look of a stereotypical monk. He was muscular, head clean 
shaven, wearing the robes all Cobalt Soul monks wore, with no deviations from the uniform. 

He was shirtless currently, though the standard top was laid across a weapon rack to the right. 
His face was of narrow build, a sharp angularity that suggested possible elf in his family tree. 
A scar crossed his face, traveling from the bridge of his nose across his left cheek. 


Looking at them, Beau couldn’t help but see the comparison to Caleb, Astrid, and Eodwulf. 
The trio looked as if they were close colleagues, perhaps even friends. Their awareness of 
each other was natural and cohesive as they converged in a loose semi-circle to stand before 
Beau and Zeenoth. The two males were beta, the Tiefling the only Alpha. Beauregard 
couldn’t help but wonder if Zeenoth was trying to recreate that type of unit. 


“These are the three students I mentioned.” Zeenoth stated, nodding at each in turn. 
“Temerity, who has so far lived up to her name. Jeir, showing great promise studying the way 
of the Sun Soul. Elrik, his style unorthodox, but effective. Expositor Beauregard will be 
evaluating your abilities, determining if you are suited to be selected for specialized training.” 


“Expositor.” Temerity was the one who spoke first, her voice a silky-smooth timbre. She 
shifted her weight, on hand resting on her hip as she acknowledged the introduction. “We 
look forward to training with you.” 


Beau smirked. “Pretty confident you’ ll pass, aren’t you.” 


“With good reason.” Jeir offered, his accent proving Beau’s evaluation spot on to the nature 
his origins. 


Beau moved past them to the center of the ring, throwing a look toward Temerity as she 
passed. “Show me what you’ve got then.” 


Temerity grinned a response, movements fluid and eager as she followed Beauregard to the 
ring. They circled each other for a few paces, each waiting and observing. Beau had to give it 
to her, she had patience, more than most Beau had seen go through this process. More than 
she had. Temerity didn’t take the obvious feint Beau tempted her with, the Tiefling watching 
her movements and blocking Beau’s real strike. Temerity responded in kind, Beauregard 
blocking a knee meant for her gut before an elbow connected with her face. Beauregard 
rolled with the blow, dropping down and sweeping Temerity’s feet from under her. 


This was looking to be more interesting than Beau had thought. Temerity recovered quickly, 
flipping back upright at the same time Beau reset her own stance. These three had promise, 
Zeenoth had picked that out clearly enough. Jeir was of particular interest, his presence 
connecting a few dots regarding the reach Zeenoth was attempting to extend into Marquet. 
Temerity reminded Beau of herself, if more level headed than she’d been at the same stage in 
life. Elrik... Beau didn’t have a good read on him yet. 


She refocused her attention, Temerity already beginning another approach. Beauregard fell 
back a bit, tipping her chin to tempt the other’s Alpha instinct. Temerity faltered, caught for a 
moment between following that instinct to rise to the challenge and the conscious recognition 
of a trap. Prudence won out and Temerity gave ground, moving with impressive speed as she 
darted around to attempt to get behind Beau. 


They traded blows for a few rounds, testing the other’s fortitude and strength. Beau was 
aware of the audience, knew the other two were likely studying her form and technique. It 
was what she would do, was what Temerity had been doing up until Beau and Zeenoth had 
arrived. Both of them stopped as Zeenoth lifted a hand, their attention turning to the High 
Curator. 


“Consider this your assignment for the time you are within Rexxentrum.” Zeenoth informed 
Beau, giving the other two initiates a nod before turning and heading back up the stairs. 


Beau grinned, for once looking forward to Zeenoth’s menial work. If Temerity was this much 
fun, she couldn’t wait to see the ability of the other two. Beau looked at the two betas, side 
stepping to put them all into view, and backing up while she beckoned them forward and took 
a defensive stance. Jeir and Elrik looked to Temerity, the two moving in unison to flank her 
as the green Tiefling squared off with Beau again. 


Fighting all three of them was a challenge, one Beau hadn’t had the thrill of facing in a long 
time. Both men took subtle cues from Temerity, the Alpha in turn ceding the lead to them 
when their skills or the opportunity demanded. They were definitely a close-knit group. None 
of them needed words to communicate their intent and it was obvious the three had trained 
together for some time. 


Beau ducked under a flare of fire from Jeir’s hands, taking a strike from Elrik’s staff in order 
to block Temerity’s flurry of punches. Jeir was there the second Temerity ducked back, 
attacks falling after the Tiefling’s with barely a single moment pause. Elrik harried her from 
the sides, herding her toward the far corner of the room. 


Beau stepped back, giving more ground than she would prefer under their unified onslaught. 
Keeping her balance was starting to become difficult, the edge of the ring coming too close. 


Beau ducked under Jeir’s round-house kick, rolling and coming up on her knees to turn and 
face them. She stayed low, doing her best to mimic the low submissive whine of surrender 
she’d heard Caleb make a few times. It wasn’t perfect, wasn’t nearly as effective as if she’d 
been a real Omega, but it did the trick. Temerity stopped dead in her tracks, even going so far 
as to step back. As they’d been doing this whole fight, Jeir and Elrik followed her lead and 
cut off their attack as well. 


Beau didn’t hesitate to take advantage, lunging forward and grabbing the green Tiefling. She 
spun, using her momentum to throw Temerity into Jeir. Elrik was too slow recovering, Beau 
sliding around and behind him with a slow breath and a twist of ki. Beau grabbed the staff, 
unbalancing Elrik as she jerking it from his hands, sweeping his legs out from under him a 
moment later. By the time Temerity and Jeir were back on their feet, Beau had Elrik pinned 
with the staff pressed against his neck keeping him down. 


Both the others stopped, postures still tense as they stepped back and conceded the fight to 
her. Beau was a little out of breath, a little bloodied, and her body buzzed with a rush of 
adrenaline. Despite her best efforts, she kind of like them. Beau straightened up, rolling her 
shoulders and stepping away from Elrik. She wiped her lip, glancing down at the light smear 
of blood with a chuckle. She tossed the staff to Jeir, the man catching it easily. He and 
Temerity were finally standing down, the last of the tension fading as Beau offering a hand to 
Elrik. 


“Not bad. Room for improvement, but not bad.” Beau approved, pulling Elrik to his feet 
when he accepted her hand. 
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Beauregard really didn’t want to like these people. 


Zeenoth had chosen them to be his next round of protégées. Multiple this time, with no 
instruction to her to weed them down to one worthy prospective trainee. The more she got to 
know them and see their style, the more Beau suspected Zeenoth was trying to form his own 
‘pack’. Not with the intention of being a part of said pack, Beau knew better than that. 
Society might have changed a little, but it was still physically impossible to root a pack 
around a Beta. It took an Alpha to form that bond. More than likely his plan was to create a 
larger unit of talented individuals that owed him loyalty. He did have a spare Omega, after all. 


Chaotic the Nein may be, but none could argue against their success rate. While their last 
mission had gone a little sideways, Caleb had calmed them down overall. Lucien’s actions 
notwithstanding, Caleb had prevented at least three rash decisions or poorly thought out 
plans. And that wasn’t even touching his effect on Jester. The cleric was so preoccupied with 
Caleb (rightfully so), that she’d forgone pulling any pranks in any of the shops they’d visited 
recently. 


So, yes. Despite the recent failings, Beauregard could easily see how Zeenoth might be trying 
to make his own ‘pack’ that would answer to him. 


Beau knew not to trust them, but they were likable all the same. 


Temerity was everything her name promised. Confident and bold, assured of her own 
strength and abilities. Typical Alpha personality, but with better control of her instincts than 
most. She wasn’t overproud too much that she was unable to accept defeat with grace. The 
few times Omegas came up in conversation, her position was ambiguous, Beau getting the 
sense she was purposefully choosing to not make a comment. Temerity shared how she had 
grown up on the streets, her travels having taken her throughout the entirety of the continent 
of Wildemount. She’d been to every capital city, had about the same criminal history as Beau. 
More geared towards survival than rebellion, but she was eager enough to compare Beau’s 
similar antics to her own tactics of survival. 


Elrik didn’t speak much on himself. The most Beau discovered was that he was a local, born 
and raised in Rexxentrum. His parents were loyalists, middle class. It wasn’t hard to see why 
Zeenoth had selected Elrik. He was talented, yes, and came with two talented friends. He also 
seemed to have the same mindset as Zeenoth himself. Of the trio, Beau liked him least. 


Jeir had a softer sense of humor. He spoke most often about his homeland, which Beau had to 
admit she was curious about. From a few of his stories, it sounded like they had a different 

take on the treatment of Omegas. Jeir never came outright and said it, the details were always 
just outside the scope of the story he told, but it was enough to pique Beau’s interest. It didn’t 


seem to Beau like he was dismissive of Omegas in general, just avoided the topic as an 
uncomfortable one for him in present circumstance. 


The last round of sparring had consisted of Beau attempting to teach Temerity how to 
overcome her instinct. To push back the desire to return aggression with aggression. She had 
the resisting part somewhat well in hand, but not the other side of things. Manipulating an 
opponent at times meant pushing away one’s own instinct and acting in the opposite 
direction. Temerity could identify and resist the impulse to attack a weakness, as she 
demonstrated during their initial bout. She’d yet to be able to successfully mimic Beau’s feint 
that was meant to appeal to instinct. 


The lesson didn’t apply to Elrik or Jeir, the same move wouldn’t elicit the same response nor 
be effective against them. A surrender or challenge offered in a specific way triggered an 
instinctive response in an Alpha (and even Omega). The same was not true with a Beta; the 
designation a very true neutral when it came to that sort of thing. Jeir and Elrik had sparred 
with each other rather than watch a lesson they couldn’t learn. 


Half an hour later found all four of them sitting against the far wall taking another break. 


Jeir was the one to provide an entertaining story during the current rest. Beau was half a mind 
to think the story was fake. Honestly, a city protected by a massive brass dragon? Who 
answered to the call of a flute? He did start off by telling them it was all a secondhand 
account, Jeir having heard it from a friend’s cousin’s uncle or something to that effect. A 
group had traveled to the city, won the favor of the leader of Ank’Harel, and been granted the 
fable dragon summoning flute. He had just begun explaining when the flute had last been 
used when Beau felt the familiar touch of Jester’s magic. 


Beau held up a hand to stop the Beta, Jeir pulling back slightly but cutting off his sentence. 
Beau! They took Caleb and they wont give him back to us, and we dont know what to do. 


Beau ran a hand through her hair, brain kicking into overdrive. She needed way more 
information than that. “Simple answers Jes. Who took him. Why. Why won’t they give him 
back. Where is he being held.” 


The other three in the room traded looks but stayed quiet and waited. 


Um. Okay. Guards. They found out we snuck him into the room. I dont know. The guard 
barracks on the west side of the city. 


Beau couldn’t keep from groaning, dropping her head into her hands. Caleb had gotten 
arrested? Fuck, that was not good. 


“Ts everything okay?” Temerity asked, tone a melodic mix of concern and sympathy. 


Beau straightened, putting on a mask of composure at the reminder that she wasn’t alone. 
And that these were, first and foremost, Zeenoth’s students. He might not have their loyalty 
or obedience yet, but he was putting those roots down. They could easily be using the same 


tactic’s Beau had been taught to get close to a mark. Learn and mimic their interest and 
values, get what you need from them, get out. 


Or, kill the target if that was the assignment, but Beau doubted very much Zeenoth was that 
far fed up with her. 


“Don’t let Fjord or Molly do anything stupid. I’ll handle it.” Beau replied to Jester’s message. 


Just how she was going to handled it.... Well, Beau hadn’t figured that part out yet. She put 
on a look of unconcern, leaning back against the wall. She shouldn’t look like she was in a 

hurry. “There’s a reason the High Curator teaches as he does. Instinct is useful, but I gather 
you’ve already figured out it can be a liability at times.” 


Temerity arched one brow, but dipped her head in acknowledgement. 


“T’ve been assigned to the Mighty Nein for a while and the king has recently given them an 
Omega as a show of his favor.” Beau explained, noting a flicker of quickly hidden emotion 
across Jeir’s face. “Fjord leads the group, him and Molly are a couple, both like the new 
Omega.” 


“And now back in Rexxentrum, they did not wish to part from their gift.” Temerity guessed, 
gold eyes flashing over to Jeir. There was some sort of silent communication that passed 
between the two, though neither added anything else at current. 


Beau’s attention shifted to Elrik as the man scoffed. “Doesn’t sound like something they need 
you for. All they have to do is bring his papers to the barracks, pay the fine, get him back.” 


Beau grunted, unhappy with not having been aware that was a thing. She’d never thought 
about Caleb having paperwork. The designation was rare enough, and Elrik not from a 
wealthy family, that she wondered how he’d known about them. Temerity and Jeir seemed 
just as curious, their twin looks of confused surprise towards Elrik prompting him to explain. 


“T was a crownsguard for a couple years before applying to the Cobalt Soul. It’s standard 
across all the larger cities.” Elrik explained with a shrug. 


Beauregard felt a little better about her own ignorance on the subject, though was still 
frustrated about it. If it was standard, then Caleb’s papers should have been delivered with 
him. The only thing the king’s messengers had left were the mage’s component pouch, spell 
books, and the trunk full of shit items they’d never use on him (and which were mostly all 
now destroyed anyway). Unfortunately, this meant the easiest (and possibly only) way to get 
Caleb back was to go to Zeenoth. Which meant owing him a favor. 


“We'll call it a day here.” Beau decided with a put upon sigh, dragging herself to her feet. 
“T’ll need to do damage control at the very least.” 


“Same time tomorrow?” Jeir asked, rising as well and offering Temerity a hand. 


“Yeah. If the High Curator isn’t here, we’ll go to the main arena on the north side.” Beau 
agreed after considering the suggestion for a moment. She knew one way or another, she was 


going to end up in another session with these three. At the very least, Beau figured she could 
use the morning to do research. It was not something she preferred, but Zeenoth was right 
about one thing. They needed to be prepared to deal with the coming threat, whether or not 
Dwendal assigned it to the Nein as a mission. 


The four of them cleared the arena down in short order, putting away the weapons they’d 
used and smoothing the sand back into readiness for the next session. Once done, they 
headed back up the stairs, Beau stopping in Zeenoth’s office while the other three continued 
out and left. 


Zeenoth looked up at her, gaze flickering to the daylight still shining through the windows 
along the east wall. “You’ve finished training for the day already?” 


“Had a situation pop up. Jester messaged me, they need Caleb’s papers to get him back from 
the city guard.” Beau explained, fudging the facts just a little. Zeenoth narrowed his eyes, 
head tilting a fraction in question, so Beau elaborated. “I left them to find a place to stay last 
night. Turns out, they didn’t exactly follow the rules.” 


“Of course they didn’t.” Zeenoth sighed, tapping his fingers on his desk in a brief show of 
irritation. Zeenoth shook his head, disregarding the information to ask a question of his own. 
“How did the three of them measure?” 


Beauregard hesitated a second too long, caught off guard by the sudden change of topics. 
“Jeir and Elrik are solid backup. They play off Temerity’s moves more than striking out on 
their own when in a group. First impressions of them on their own; Elrik is better suited to 
solo assignments. Jeir is too cautious. He’s a decent fighter, prefers a defensive stance when 
on his own.” 


“T have observed much the same, which is why I selected them as a group.” Zeenoth agreed 
with a nod. “And Temerity?” 


“She’s got decent control, knew when I was goading her into an attack. There’s still room for 
improvement there.” Beau reported, pushing back a restless impatience. “She hasn’t quite 
gotten the concept of using that against an opponent.” 


“What improvements do you suggest, and how far did you progress in her instruction?” 
Zeenoth inquired. 


Beau wanted to growl with frustration. Zeenoth was very purposefully dragging this out and 
was likely not going to be satisfied until he got an appropriately detailed and useful review of 
his new students. And she couldn’t exactly lie. If nothing else, Temerity seemed motivated 
enough she might seek Zeenoth out to ask him about any part of that training session. 


“Jeir and Elrik follow Temerity’s lead too much sometimes. Watching Fjord and Caleb has 
proved enlightening if nothing else; Temerity didn’t know how to react to that kind of appeal 
to instinct. She stopped an attack and backed off, Jeir and Elrik mirrored her, giving me the 
opportunity to win the match.” Beau reported, hoping very much she wasn’t about to subject 
Astrid to training with all three of them. “She’s pretty good at identifying and suppressing her 


own instinct, we got as far as utilizing that against an opponent. Which would have been 
easier with an opponent the technique would work on, by the way.” 


“Tll find you an appropriate sparring partner for them tomorrow.” Zeenoth assured. 


“Yeah, I’m not gonna be able to get anything done if Jester is messaging me every five 
minutes...” Beau pointed out, hoping that he was satisfied enough with her report to give her 
what she needed. “And if she runs out of magic for that, she’ II just talk Cad into looking to 
see where I’m at and they’II all show up looking for those papers.” 


“Very well.” Zeenoth agreed with a sigh. He stood up, beginning to make his way around the 
desk and towards the door. “The documents are at my estate, wait here until I return. Once 
you have them, retrieve the Omega and bring him here.” 


“Yeah, Fjord’s not gonna go for that-“ Beau began. 


“Then perhaps he should exercise restraint.” Zeenoth interrupted coldly, pausing at the 
doorway. “A day away from his Omega will remind him that it was a gift, one his majesty 
has bestowed upon many and could easily do again.” 


Okay, so Zeenoth was definitely still pissed. More so at the pack in general rather than just 
Beau now, and it did not leave her with a good feeling. Neither did how easily he was 
throwing her off guard and pushing the situation in his own favor. There wasn’t a single part 
of Beau that wanted to leave Caleb with Zeenoth, but she wasn’t entirely sure if there was 
any other option. 


“Dwendal gave him to Fjord, won’t he have an issue with you taking him away?” Beau tried, 
attempting to be diplomatic in maneuvering her way out of handing Caleb over, even just for 
a day. 


“If Fjord wishes to bring the matter before the throne, he is welcome to do so. Do remind him 
that he will then have to explain why he thought his pack of sell swords above the law.” 
Zeenoth pointed out, turning back around and stepping into his office once more. “Get them 
under control, Beauregard. Bring the Omega here; they may have him back once they have 
had the appropriate time to understand their position within the Empire.” 


At least he was still talking like Beau was loyal to him, referring to the Nein as ‘they’ rather 
than ‘you’. Unfortunately, he still wasn’t budging and Beau’s final tactic was riskier than 
she’d prefer. 


“TIt’d be easier to control them, and what they tell the king about that relic, if we don’t piss 
them off taking away their new favorite toy.” 


“Ts he though?” Zeenoth mused, head tilting slightly as he regarded her. “I’ve little proof the 
methods that have worked with other nobles and generals will have, or have had, the same 
effect with the Alphas of the Mighty Nein. Why should I not remind them that the Omega’s 
position with them is not absolute? That he remains there at the pleasure of the king, and little 
else?” 


Fair point, and the question was one Beau did not currently have an answer for. Her 
reluctance to deliver Caleb to him was going to raise some red flags, was already a point of 
interest if she judged his expression correctly. Clearly, it was time to change tactics. 


“No, he’s not exactly treated like a typical Omega, but Fjord is possessive as fuck. He only 
shares with Molly because those two have been an item since before I joined them. He has no 
control over his instinct, and Mollymauk even less.”” Beau explained, once again 
exaggerating the truth while sticking as close to it as was possible. Molly's lack of control 
was definitely the truth, even if it wasn't his fault right now. “How else do you think I knew 
about that to be able to utilize it against Temerity? I can, and will, bring Caleb here if you 
want. But I’m telling you, it’s gonna cause more problems than it’II solve.” 


“Tf that is your evaluation, then the Nein may keep him. However, understand that this will be 
my last interference unless responsibility of the Omega is returned to me.” Zeenoth 
acquiesced after a long moment of silent consideration, much to Beau’s relief. She should 
have known better because, with him, everything came at a cost. And this was no different. 
“Tn return, until your next assignment from King Dwendal I will require you remain here and 
train Temerity. It would benefit her greatly to learn from someone with more practical 
experience, and I believe it will benefit you as well.” 


Their next mission from Dwendal could be months away, and that was if they even stuck 
around the Empire that long. The current plan was to come here, make nice, steal Astrid, 
rescue Wulf, and then fuck off right out of the Empire completely. Yet it was looking more 
and more like that wasn’t going to be quite as easy as they’d all thought. Zeenoth wasn’t 
going to just give her Astrid, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to give them Eodwulf. 


Beau didn’t know where Dwendal fell on that scale, whether the king knew about the 
imprisoned mage or not. It was possible he didn’t, that all he knew was that he had two 
Omegas at his disposal to give away to whomever he needed. Or one, as it sounded like 
Caleb was the only one owned by the crown. Astrid might well be Zeenoth’s legally. 


Pissing off Zeenoth was dangerous enough, he had the power to send the Soul and some of 
the Assembly after them. They couldn’t afford to do that and fall out of favor with Dwendal. 
But if the king liked them, Zeenoth would have to play nice, no matter what they did. Even if 
that included theft. If Eodwulf was a secret prisoner, that theft might not even be reported. 
Doubtful the King would appreciate a powerful mage being put out of commission due to 
backroom deals made to put Zeenoth in power. 


“Alright.” Beau decided. It felt like a noose around her neck but, with a slight smile from 
Zeenoth, an agreement was made. 


aaa a 


Zeenoth took forever to return with the papers. Finding the Nein took just as long. Beau came 
across them as evening was beginning to fall, the group arguing in a residential neighborhood 
just outside the Mosaic Ward. 


“You can’t do this again.” Beau told Fjord flatly the instant she came within earshot. She 
didn’t let him speak, shaking her head and looking around at all of them. “You don’t even 


want to know how close I came to having to bring Caleb to Zeenoth. You can t do this again. 
I know it sucks, but you have to follow the laws.” 


“Are you kidding?!” Molly snarled, his entire body tense as he stalked towards her a step. 
“The laws say he has to stay chained up in some damn cage! And you want us to leave him 
there?!” 


“Yes.” Beau told him bluntly. 


Molly gaped at her, shocked and disgusted, quickly ramping up to enraged. Beau glanced at 
Fjord dispassionately, letting him be the one to handle Molly as she addressed the rest of 
them. “Pick an inn to stay at and stay there. Caleb will have to deal with it, and you know 
he’ll prefer it to staying at the Cobalt Soul or Zeenoth’s estate. Or prison, which I can fucking 
assure you will be worse than hell for him.” 


Beau didn’t want to spell it out, didn’t want to even tell them what she already imagined 
Caleb was having to deal with. She hadn’t been kidding that one time she’d said Rexxentrum 
was a shitty place for anyone not in power. As a rule, the guards were not nice people. And 
they probably didn’t get to see Omegas often, much less arrest one and keep them overnight. 


“Beau, you saw his reaction when he thought we might have to do that.” Fjord argued, 
though his tone told her that the warlock already knew it was a lost cause. 


“And telling him he’s got to go stay with Zeenoth is any better?” Beau pointed out. She 
shook her head, looking to Yasha, Jester, and Veth. “He was the most comfortable around you 
three first, so trade off keeping watch over him at night. You don’t have to leave him in there 
during the day, but he does have to stay in there at night, for appearances if nothing else. Cad, 
I'll need you with me to go get him.” 


“Why can’t we all go?” Jester asked. 


Beau threw a look toward Molly. There wasn't a chance in hell the bloodhunter wouldn't go 
feral seeing the aftermath of Caleb's stay with the guard. Even if they got lucky and he was 
barely hurt, he'd probably be terrified. Even before the hag, that had too easily played havoc 
with Fjord and Molly's instinct. ““That’s not a good idea.” 


“Beau will bring Caleb back to us.” Yasha assured Jester, taking the cleric’s hand in hers. 


Jester’s smile was thin as she looked up at the taller woman, turning worried a moment later 
when she looked at Beau. “Will you be okay though? I mean, if Zeenoth was asking for 
him... Are you okay?” 


As always, it was Jester that broke through the carefully constructed walls of disconnection. 
Jester who was too innocent and sweet and charming and beautiful. Beau’s heart ached, 
wanting nothing more than to just fall into both Jester and Yasha’s arms. Jester made a sad, 
sorrowful noise, stepping forward to reach out to Beau. 


Beauregard stepped back, shaking her head. She couldn’t right now, not when she knew what 
came next. She needed that distance, that numb coldness. “Sorry Jes. Message Caduceus 


when you’ve found a place to stay. We’ll bring him to you there.” 


Beau continued backing up, turning and walking away before she really lost her composure. 
It wasn’t something she could risk right now, not when she had to go back to Zeenoth after 
this. After a few minutes, Beau slowed down so Caduceus could catch up. She glanced 
sidelong at him as the cleric walked by her side, though couldn’t make herself meet his gaze. 


Thankfully, Caduceus knew where they had taken Caleb and was able to give Beau an 
accurate description of the place. It was enough that she could find it, even if she had to ask a 
patrol of guards along the way. 


Beau paused as the building came into view. It wasn’t large, only had the one door leading in 
that she could see. It looked like there might be a back training yard, there was about a foot of 
fencing visible from their current angle. She slowed down, pausing for a moment to turn to 
Caduceus. 


“Follow my lead, and just... remember these are crownsguard, no matter how few are 
stationed here.” Beau warned. She expected Caleb to be hurt to some degree, and something 
told her it wasn’t going to be pretty. Cad was the most chill out of all of them, but Beau 
wouldn’t be surprised if even he might struggle with what lay beyond the unassuming 
wooden door. 


Caduceus nodded silent agreement, following Beau as she led the way inside. 


From the scent of copper in the air, the occasional sound of snapping leather, and the light 
laugh and even lighter sound of pain, her instinct had been right. This was... not going to be 
good. Beau could too easily guess what kind of condition she was about to find their Omega 
in. But there were rules to play by, a chain of command that even she couldn’t circumvent. 
Not without causing a scene and owing more favors to Zeenoth. He might have said he was 
staying out of it, but with the right price he’d step in. 


As disconnected as Beau was from her emotions right now, it wasn’t difficult to turn away 
from the direction she knew Caleb to be. There was a tight set to Caduceus’ face, a depth of 
anger she so rarely saw on him, but he stayed in step beside her all the same. She approached 
the guard sitting at the table, the look of smug satisfaction and tell-tale splatter of blood on 
his boots proof he’d not just stayed out of the ‘entertainment’ the others were indulging in. 


“You have my Omega in custody, I’m here to retrieve him.” Beau stated, pulling out Caleb’s 
paperwork from Zeenoth and handing it to the guard. 


She’d looked over them while she’d headed out to meet the pack, making sure they were 
legitimate. So far as she could tell, they had been. It had his information; age, sex, 
designation, physical description, and even a bit of history. It labeled him a mage, warning 
that a magic prevention collar must be used. Under owner it simply read ‘property of the 
crown’, with a caveat that the holder of the paper was entitled to the Omega in question. That 
wasn’t going to be a fun discussion. They were going to either need to make these papers 
vanish, or have Jester forge a copy that gave them sole ownership. Otherwise, anyone could 
claim Caleb just by means of having the papers. As proven by what she was literally doing 
right now. 


The guard’s eyes scanned over Beau’s uniform before he reached to pull the papers towards 
him. He read over it carefully, brows furrowing slightly. “Expositor. He was found with a 
group of mercenaries; the Omega was illegally occupying a room.” 


Suspicious of the group, but not doubt of herself or her credentials. Beauregard could work 
with that. 


“Allies who hold the king’s favor. That favor being the Omega you took from them.” Beau 
told the guard coldly. “And I’ve been interrupted with my work for the High Curator to come 
all the way down here simply because you would not release him to the same people who had 
him in the first place. He was collared, attended by an Alpha. This is an unnecessary 
formality.” 


The guard grimaced, heaving an irate sigh as he muttered something about entitled nobility 
under his breath. He pushed the paper back to her, speaking up in a normal volume. “The fine 
is two hundred gold, and you can have the Omega back.” 


Well, that was absolutely ridiculous, probably higher than the true rate, but Beau withdrew 
twenty platinum from her purse anyway. Caduceus was growing angrier by the second, 
despite showing little outward appearance of it. Beauregard thought the Firbolg was handling 
this well, but she wasn’t surprised he was reaching his limit. 


The guard swept up the coin, putting two fingers in his mouth and blowing out a loud sharp 
whistle. 


“Pick up!” He shouted across the room, giving Beau a sharp smile as he looked back at her. 
“He’s all yours, just down the way.” 


Beau turned away from him, Caduceus flanking her as they headed past the iron holding 
cells. The other guard walked past, curling a red soaked whip back up before placing it on a 
hook in the wall. The man turned to lean against the stone, watching the two of them with a 
bored expression. 


When Caleb came into view, Beau was very glad she’d chosen Caduceus and not Jester. A 
cleric had been a must, but Beauregard was glad Jester didn’t have to be the one to see this. 
The mage was making a thin noise of pain, blood coating him from head to foot. His coat and 
shirt were near non-existent now, shredded and soaked with his own blood. He was chained 
to the wooden post, the metal cuffs the only thing keeping him from collapsing fully on the 
floor. Other than the shredded shirt and coat, and a handful of gashes in the fabric of his 
trousers where the whip had cut through, the Omega was still fully dressed at least. 


“Mind unchaining him, so I can get out of here?” Beau demanded, turning to the guard. He 
just shrugged, unhurriedly selecting a key from the ring at his belt and tossing it to her. She 
snagged it out of the air, holding it out to Caduceus without pause. “Get him up and moving.” 


For a moment, the cleric didn’t move. The stillness set Beau on edge, her mind shifting his 
categorization from ally to potential threat in an instant. The grave cleric’s eyes were a 
startling solid black. His bovine ears, normally canted softly out to the side, were pinned back 


as the hair along the back of his neck rose like hackles. Caduceus’s fingers were curled tight 
around his staff with both hands, the gem at the top glowing a darkening green. 


Beau’s jaw clenched, but there wasn’t anything she could do except regret not having come 
alone. With little other option but to hope she could redirect Caduceus’s attention, Beau 
reached to grab Caleb below the arm and pull him to his feet as carefully as her current 
mental state would allow. 


Caleb was barely conscious, eyes red and face dirty with blood, tears, and snot. He smelled 
like bile, the mess on the floor fresh enough it had definitely come from him. Beau threw a 
glance at the guard, the man still watching the proceedings with crossed arms and a bored 
expression. He had Caleb’s blood on him too. 


“He reeks and I’m not walking through the city like this. You got water?” Beau demanded 
egruffly. 


The guard jerked his thumb to the left, pointing to the wooden door that was the guard 
station’s rear exit. “Horse trough back there should be full of rainwater.” 


“Cad.” Beau called, eyes narrowing as she had to repeat herself. “Caduceus. Let’s go.” 


Caleb nearly fell when Beau began walking, the Omega’s choked off sound of pain snapping 
Caduceus’s attention their way. Beau slowed down, her attention on Caduceus as she shifted 
her grip on the mage. As intended, he cried out in pain again and finally Caduceus moved. 


“Heal him when we get outside.” Beau warned, still cautious as Caduceus took up Caleb’s 
other side. The Firbolg just nodded silently, eyes slowly going back to their normal light pink 
hue. 


True to what the guard had said, there was indeed a horse trough full of water behind the 
barracks. The fence that made up the small pen was in disarray, any horses having long been 
transferred elsewhere in the city. 


Caleb was more aware as they left the building, still mostly incoherent but obedient to their 
requests if extremely reluctant and terrified to bend over the water when asked. Caduceus 
cleaned the mage off as quickly as possible, helping him to sit on the ground beside the 
trough once the bile and filth had been washed from his face. Caduceus knelt beside him, 
uncaring of the mud that soaked into his own clothes. 


“Hey there, Caleb. You’re not going back in there.” Caduceus spoke gently, an apology in his 
tone. “Right now, I would like to heal you. And then we can go back to the others.” 


Caleb didn’t answer, but he didn’t deny Caduceus either. Just this once, Caduceus was going 
to take that as a yes without further clarification. Caleb flinched as he touched him, the 
Omega cringing back against the trough for a moment. Caduceus stayed with him, letting a 
steady stream of magic seal up the larger cuts in the Omega’s flesh. There was a lot of 
damage, all of it senseless and barbarically cruel. 


“Sorry.” Beau said from behind him. “I wasn’t trying to be a bitch in there, I just didn’t want 
to risk them keeping him longer.” 


Caduceus’s ear twitched in Beau’s direction as she spoke, though he kept his attention on 
Caleb. The man was exhausted, had lost a lot of blood, and they were going to make him 
sleep in a cage after this. Clearly, Beauregard blamed herself, though Caduceus felt the blame 
fell on all of them. None had thought of the consequences of Caleb being discovered. Had not 
thought that the Omega would be the one to pay for it in this fashion. 


“You did what needed to be done.” Caduceus said simply, shifting to hold up more of Caleb's 
weight as the mage leaned against him more heavily. 


“Yeah...” Beau said, her tone causing Caduceus to look over at her warily. “About that. I 
brought you with me to heal him, but also to take him back to the others. Deal was I get the 
papers, you guys get Caleb, and I go back and train Zeenoth’s new students.” 


Chapter End Notes 


I swear I'm not ¢rying to drag out their suffering, it just happens. 
So easily. 


Fear 


Caleb couldn't stop shaking, couldn't stop flinching, waiting for the next blow. He didn't want 
to be afraid of them. Caduceus's healing magic had taken the majority of the pain away, but 
Caleb still ached. He was exhausted, afraid, and very desperate not to have to repeat that 
experience again. His stomach was in a twisted knot, and his throat so scratchy and dry he 
would have drunk the rainwater they had washed him with, should it have been an option 
given. 


Caleb had not been sure if it were allowed, and he had been (and was currently still) too 
afraid to ask. He knew (if distantly) that it was irrational, but Caleb was terrified of giving 
them any reason to send him back to the guard. That wasn’t the point of them being in the 
city, was normally something he’d have been brought to Zeenoth for instead. Yet Caleb had 
been returned for discipline and retraining too many times in the past to ignore the ingrained 
fear. He simply could not shake the comparison right now. 


"What do you mean? What new students?" Caduceus asked, straightening some but staying 
next to Caleb as the cleric looked up at Beau. His hands had been gentle, still were, but there 
was a hard edge of anger underlaying his tone and scent. 


"Temerity, Jeir, and Elrik. Up and coming talent, I guess.” Beau listed off, holding up a finger 
for each. She shook her head, pushing a parcel of papers into Caduceus’s hands. “The only 
way I got Caleb’s papers was by agreeing to train them. Zeenoth thinks my practical 
experience will help Temerity learn quicker. She's Alpha too, and the other two are Beta." 


Caduceus frowned, accepting the papers from her automatically. "Why would he send you to 
train them? It’s not like him to give up control like this.” 


Beau sighed, stepping even closer and squatting down on Caleb's other side. He was... not 
very much in favor of the monk's proximity. She had just said she was here on Zeenoth’s 
orders, he was terrified of what she might do to him because of that. 


"I honestly don't know. Power play, maybe. Or maybe he’s just busy. He’s got some things in 
the works we should probably discuss.” Beau stated gruffly, her attention mercifully not on 
Caleb as she spoke. “And we need to talk about our next move. I do know that we can't do 
anything until we see where we stand with the king. I don't think Zeenoth has told him 
everything. He wants us to report as normal, tell Dwendal everything, just not the part about 
Zeenoth wanting us to bring him the relic." 


Caleb tensed as Beau turned her attention his way, the monk extending a hand palm up. He 
did not know what to think of her expression, the emotion unreadable and almost cold. He 
had no idea what she wanted, what unspoken demand were being made. Still, he leaned 
forward and looked away carefully, offering submission in the only way he could right now. 
She didn't hurt him, which was relief enough to Caleb that he didn't pull back when she 
touched his face. The touch didn’t hurt and he wasn’t going to risk making a mistake to 
change that. 


"Look, I'm sorry. I know it's not good. And I don't like asking you to follow the rules here, 
but it's better than the alternative." Beau said in a softer tone, shifting a little closer and 
tugging Caleb's face up so he was looking at her. "And your job’s gonna be a hell of a lot 
harder, because I need you to convince Molly that you'll be okay with it. I know you won't 
be, but he has to keep it together." 


"Beau..." Caduceus chided softly, trailing off as Caleb winced and cringed. 


He would do it; he would be good. The alternative was being brought before Zeenoth, and at 
least here it was only himself that suffered. As terrifying as Caduceus was right now, Caleb 
would bear the cleric’s anger over that of Beauregard’s. 


“T w-will. I'll make sure he knows.” Caleb promised quickly, flinching again from the light 
noise of disagreement from Caduceus. 


"Good." Beau said, pulling Caleb to his feet as she stood up as well. "You’ll be safe, the 
others will keep watch at night. You know the rules of this city better than us. Tell them if 
they’re about to break any." 


“Yes, Expositor.” Caleb agreed automatically. He did not feel any steadier on his feet, even 
after the healing and moments rest. 


“Keeping you away from us is bad enough.” Caduceus said unhappily, still frowning at Beau. 
“But to make you train others as you were. I know how you feel about this, Beau. We can 
find another way.” 


“No, we can’t. Pll be fine, P’1l see you guys at the palace, just have Jester tell me when.” 
Beau replied, stepping back away from Caleb. She stepped back again, turning to leave. 


Caduceus took Beau’s place beside Caleb, putting a steadying hand on his arm. Caleb 
glanced up at the Firbolg, looking away quickly at the disapproval blatant across the man’s 
face. Worse yet, the cleric looked angry. 


“Beauregard.” Caduceus stated sternly, the full use of the monk’s name stopping her retreat. 
“This isn’t how we do things.” 


“So what was I supposed to do!”” Beau snapped, well hidden frustration bubbling over into 
anger in an instant. She spun around to face them again, gesturing with sharp frustrated 
movements. “Jester messaged me telling me Caleb was taken, that they won’t give him back! 
I know what it’s like here! What would happen! And it did, in case you forgot how we found 
him. If Elrik hadn’t mentioned the papers, it would be Zeenoth here, and we both know Caleb 
wouldn’t be going back to the rest of the pack with you! And then I’d probably be the one 
to-” 


Caleb would have been on his knees again if not for Caduceus’s hand on his arm, the touch as 
good as holding him on his feet. He didn’t dare move, didn’t dare breathe, as Beau’s tirade 
cut short. He knew the fury hadn’t faded. It had only been buried once more. Beauregard took 
in a few slow breaths, voice much calmer but no less terrifying when she spoke again. 


“It’s not a great situation, and no. We don’t do things this way. But if it’s between me and 
Caleb, at least I won’t come back hurt.” Beau pointed out. 


“There are more injuries than just the physical.” Caduceus replied, though his tone was softer 
with sympathy. He wasn’t arguing anymore, knew well enough the monk’s mind was made. 


“T can’t do this right now Cad.” Beau said, anger and frustration making way for a flat 
blankness in her tone. “Take him back to the others, have Jes contact me with the time and 
day to meet the king.” 


“Beau!” Caduceus called out, taking a step toward her as she abruptly turned. Beau was 
faster, turning and making a quick exit. After two long strides, a breeze swirled around her 
and Beauregard leapt up on a half-tilted fence post before making the longer leap to a 
rooftop. 


Caduceus began to follow after her, but stopped with a low noise of frustration as Caleb 
instantly dropped to his knees the moment he was no longer touching the Omega. In the 
moment between looking toward the wizard, then back to Beau, the monk had vanished. 
Caduceus gripped his staff, feeling an intense mix of frustration, anger, and helplessness. 


Above all, he wished Beauregard were wrong. That there was another way. There was 
nothing right about her trading herself for Caleb’s safety. She would be hurt, even if not in the 
same way. They’d all seen the damage Zeenoth could do, the emotional tole he took on Beau. 
They’d made a mistake and both Caleb and Beauregard were paying for it. 


Caduceus closed his eyes, taking a breath as he tried to calm himself. There was nothing they 
could do to change what had already been done. He could only hope that Jester could stay in 
contact with Beau enough to keep the monk level through the coming days. As for Molly... 
Caduceus didn’t think it fair or right to ask Caleb to deal with that. The mage had gone above 
and beyond in that regard already and Caduceus wasn’t about to allow the others to force him 
into pretending to be okay. 


“Come on.” Caduceus said gently, turning to find Caleb cringing against the watering trough. 
He regretted letting his anger rise, for scaring the mage. Caduceus stepped closer, kneeling 
down to offer Caleb a hand. “We should head back to the others. Jester should be messaging 
me soon to tell us where to meet them.” 


It wasn’t much in the way of comfort, and Caleb was still visibly trembling as he got to his 
feet. Tired and probably still hurting, but Caduceus couldn’t offer any more healing at the 
moment. The worst of the gashes had been healed and what remained were small, if likely 
painful, welts. Anything more would simply take time. Magic, miracle that it could be, had 
its limits. 


Caleb stayed in perfect step with him as the two began walking, Caduceus very glad to be 
leaving the barracks far behind them. He didn’t expect Caleb to relax, but the longer they 
walked the more tense and anxious the man became. He cringed against Caduceus each time 
a guard was in the general vicinity. Caduceus had only just pieced together the problem when 
Jester messaged him. 


Hey, Caduceus, we're at the Wanderers Way Inn, just outside the Mosaic Ward. 


“We’re coming from the barracks on the west side. Have Yasha come meet us. And make 
sure Molly isn’t waiting when we arrive.” Caduceus replied, attention far more alert to the 
people around them. Caleb had, he remembered, mentioned that he was supposed to be 
accompanied by an Alpha at all times. Caduceus had seen firsthand the consequences of a 
law for Omegas being broken, he had no intention of allowing it to happen again. 


They made it another two blocks before trouble found them, though thankfully not in the 
form of a guard or anyone official. If Caduceus had to guess, he would say the man was a 
mercenary. Human, Alpha, adorned in leather armors, sword at his hip, and a hungry smile in 
his bearded face. 


"Look what we have here, an Omega all off on his own." The man scoffed in a slow drawl, 
eyes scanning over Caleb. "Doesn't look like he's had a real Alpha in a while, and you know, 
that can make em disobedient. You sure you got a handle on this one? Looks like he could 
use a strong hand." 


Caduceus heard the air around him crackle, a light buzz of a few beetles flitting out to hover 
around the crystal in his staff. He didn't care about Caleb dropping to his knees beside him. 
He didn't care about the smug features of the Alpha doing a quick run from surprise, to 
concern, to worry, and settling firmly on fear. Caduceus didn't care that he was supposed to 
be for peace, for a calm and nonviolent solution to a problem. 


This city was unfair, brutal, and corrupt. The strong took and devoured and destroyed, and 
Caduceus had had enough. 


"Go." Caduceus said in a near growl, his voice and tone low and ringing. Not just his own, he 
could feel the Wildmother with him. Seeing this city and passing judgment. "And you will 
never touch an Omega again." 


He wasn't trying to cast a spell more complicated than the command for the man to 'go'. A 
dark green flashed over the Alpha, there and gone in a blink of an eye. He looked at 
Caduceus, gaze flickering down to Caleb and back up. He took a step back, then another, and 
turned and walked away without another word. 


Caduceus turned to Caleb, offering him a pleasant smile. "Yasha should be meeting us soon. 
We should go meet her." 


Caleb was having a very hard time looking up to meet Caduceus's gaze. The Firbolg’s flat 
tone, full of fury but somehow so solidly even, was only the tip of the iceberg of reasons 
Caleb felt a deep fear toward the cleric at current. He had never seen Caduceus this angry. 
The displeasure the beta had displayed following the talk with Beauregard did not even 
compare to now. It was just as terrifying as the anger of an Alpha, more for the pitch black of 
the Firbolg's eyes that had yet to return to normal. 


"O-okay." Caleb whispered agreement, scrambling to get to his feet. His thoughts were little 
more than a static of panicked desperation to obey and appease. 


It was a tense walk, but the people around them kept out of the way at least. For Caleb, every 
step made the tense heavy weight of fear grow larger in the pit of his stomach. No amount of 
internal repetitions of the promises the Nein had made not to harm him did any good to quell 
the feeling. Caduceus was angry, Beauregard was angry. Caleb was the reason the monk was 
being taken from the pack. One mark after another and another. So many things they could, 
should, and probably would punish him for. Surely this was a trespass too great for even their 
kindness to overlook. 


As hyper aware of any Alpha as Caleb currently was, he spotted Yasha well before Caduceus. 
Desperate for any action that might please them, no matter how terrifying said action might 
be, Caleb stepped forward to get in front of the cleric. Speaking to draw his attention wasn’t a 
possibility right now. His throat was too tight for him to think he’d get any words past. He 
looked away as Caduceus came to a stop, Caleb baring his throat for all he knew it appealed 
less to a beta. But Zeenoth demanded respect, was Beta, and so Caleb would give the same to 
Caduceus in this moment. 


"Sir, it- Yasha is..." Caleb forced out the words, voice little more than a terrified whisper. He 
trailed off, gesturing toward Yasha as she spotted them and headed over. 


Things were beginning to go a bit grey and distant for Caleb. He was already prepared for the 
possibility of being struck. He almost viewed it as an inevitability at this point. He still ached, 
so what was one more pain on top of that? The mental distance made it easier to tolerate 
Yasha’s arrival, Caleb following instinct and training by rote. 


He kept silent, eyes down, listening for any orders. 


"Fjord is with Molly in our room. Jester will stay with Caleb tonight." Yasha explained, brow 
furrowed though she made no comment on either of their bearing. Caleb tilted his chin in 
automatic submission as she drew closer and her attention fell on him, too numb to tremble 
for all that his heart was thudding a quick terrified beat. 


The Alpha’s nostrils flared, taking in his scent as her eyes scanned over him quickly. Caleb 
shuddered as Yasha’s pupils dilated, a quickly cut off growl making its way from her throat. 
The weight in his stomach grew as he added another mental tally of misdeeds to his list. He 
did not know what he had done to incite her anger, but he knew that never mattered when 
punishment was doled out. Caleb flinched again as Caduceus’s hand touched his arm, 
submitting further automatically. 


“Yasha?” Caduceus asked, concern and an edge of warning both in his tone. 


If she answered, Caleb didn’t catch it. Fear of her anger, and that of Caduceus’s, choked out 
all rational thought. Caleb had lost them a member of their pack, of their family. He knew 
exactly how important the monk was to them, as beloved as Astrid and Eodwulf were to him. 


He wanted to both cry and beg mercy as his coat was taken away, the tattered shreds of his 
shirt next. The breeze felt icy, raising goosebumps on his skin and cooling the few remaining 
welts across his back. He waited for a barked command, an order to turn around and kneel. 
Or perhaps Yasha would be like the guard, shove him down and take the decision of 
obedience out of his control completely. 


The order never came. Instead, a heavy coat was draped quickly across his shoulders. The 
weight, the scent of alpha and leather and sea air, was grounding enough to pull him back to 
the present. It was almost as long as his own had been, weighing more due to the thick leather 
that served its owner as additional armor. Molly’s scent mingled with Fjord’s on the garment, 
though much lighter. As if the Tiefling had tried to imprint his own scent over the layers of 
the warlock’s. 


Caleb put his arms through the sleeves, pulling it tightly around himself. He kept his eyes 
down, feeling a little more secure with further claim from his Alpha. He swallowed thickly, 
unable to meet either Yasha or Caduceus’s gaze. He was still too afraid to speak, defaulting to 
this training. Omega’s were things for their betters, only speaking if told. 


Caleb kept his head down as they began walking, breathing in the scent of Fjord and Molly, 
trying to take some comfort in it. He needed to get himself under control if he wanted to have 
any hope of obeying Beauregard’s orders. Caleb couldn’t tell them if they were about to 
make him break a rule or law if he were too terrified to speak. He couldn’t keep Molly calm 
if his scent drove the Alpha feral the moment he was within range. It was obvious to Caleb 
that he was already affecting Yasha and Caduceus in a negative manner. These two, usually 
so hard to anger, were so clearly furious. 


By the time they reached their destination, Caleb had managed to ground himself enough to 
stop shaking. He felt like his heart was still beating too heavily in his chest, but he could at 
least control himself enough not to flinch at every movement from the two escorting him. At 
least until he saw that Jester was with Veth waiting their arrival, fresh fear gripping his heart. 
He didn’t even need to ask himself if Jester would be angry. Of course she would. 
Beauregard was her mate, her beloved. 


"Caleb!" Jester shouted his name as she reached them, throwing her arms around the mage. 


He managed not to flinch, choking back a noise of discomfort at the strong hug. It wasn't 
painful, but only just shy of it. A threat of what it could be, what it might be later. 


She pulled back quickly, eyes scanning over him. "Are you okay, what-" 
"Jester." Veth chided, cutting off her question. 
Jester bit her lip, looking down to Veth then back up to Caleb. “Right, right, sorry.” 


Caleb got the sense he was missing something, some agreement between the two, and it 
kicked up his heart rate again. Nervous anxiety tied his tongue, stopping any returned word 
of greeting he might have tried to speak to please them. 


Whatever misstep had occurred was dismissed before Caleb could figure out if it had been 
his fault or not. Veth stepped around Jester to stand between them, reaching out to pat Caleb’s 
hand and smiling up at him. “Jester is going to stay with you tonight, so you’ll be safe. And 
we'll come get you first thing, okay?” 


Cold fear sank Caleb’s stomach at those words. Jester would be watching him. What would 
she do when she found out Beau would not be coming back because of him? 


He said nothing, just nodded with wooden resigned acceptance. Likely it would not matter 
which of them kept guard, any of them would be displeased with him. A quick glance 
showed Caduceus speaking in a quiet tone with Yasha; telling her of Caleb’s guilt at why 
Beauregard would not be returning. 


Caleb followed Jester as a numbing terror curled up his stomach again, the mage barely 
feeling Veth’s parting pat to his hand. Jester led him past the front desk of the inn, down a 
darkened hallway that smelled of faint fear and misery. The cages at this establishment were 
in what amounted to little more than a connected glorified shed. All were empty, the scent of 
Omega so faint that it had likely been months since one had been in here. Mostly the air 
smelled of straw and musty stale air. The dark interior broken only by thin beams of dim light 
shining through gaps in the wood of the walls. 


“T know it probably doesn’t mean much, or help at all, but we really hate this too.” Jester said 
sadly, dropping to sit beside a currently open cage. 


It probably would have helped, if Caleb didn’t know for certain any feelings of guilt on their 
part would soon be eradicated once Caduceus finished explaining where Beau had gone. He 
dropped down to crawl into the cage, curling up at the far end and taking a sick sense of 
comfort in the clicking of metal as the door was shut and locked. It was the exact opposite of 
safe here, but at least for this few moments time Jester could not harm him physically. 


Not that she would even need to do anything at all. If she wanted to keep her own hands 
clean, Jester could simply leave. Let any who came try their luck at getting at him. The owner 
of the inn would have a spare key, would doubtless come to take their extra due from his 
hide. It had been near two months since he’d last suffered through being used, he dreaded 
that this night would end that reprieve. 


Caleb cringed back as he heard footsteps, Jester going tense in front of the cage. It had barely 
been an half hour since he’d been put here and, worse, he knew those footsteps. What she 
had to be coming here to do. As he expected, Yasha’s broad form appeared in the entryway. 
Light from a hooded lantern spilled into the dark shed, Jester relaxing at the sight of the 
Aasimar. 


“Hey Yasha, what’s up?” Jester greeted cheerily, putting her axe down beside her again. 


Caleb pressed back against the bars of the cage, one hand clapping over his mouth to keep in 
any pleas or apologies when Yasha’s gaze fell on him. She was so big, strong. She could do 
so much more damage than that guard had done without even breaking a sweat. Caleb’s heart 
was in his throat as she drew closer, unable to look away as he clenched his teeth against 
speaking. 


“Caduceus told us what happened.” Yasha said evenly, eyes meeting Caleb’s unwavering. “I 
wanted to tell you that it’s not your fault. We aren’t mad at you.” 


Expectation and years upon years of experience stumbled and tripped over those words, 
Caleb’s thoughts grinding to a jumbled halt. Thoughts that kicked into quick overdrive when 
Jester tilted her head and asked a simple question. “Why would we be mad?” 


Yasha knelt down, putting herself on both their level and setting the dim lantern on the 
ground. “Beau got his papers from Zeenoth. In return, she agreed to train his newest pupils.” 


“What?!” Jester yelped, leaning toward Yasha in surprised indignation. “But why would she 
do that? She hates how she was taught, why would she teach that?” 


“It was better than Caleb going to Zeenoth.” Yasha answered. 


“Yeah, that’s true, I just-“ Jester stopped short, shifting up onto her knees so she could turn to 
face Caleb, one hand on the bars of the cage as she looked at him. “Yasha’s right, I’m totally 
not mad, I promise. I’d never... I’d never hurt you Caleb...” 


Caleb shook, too afraid to move even to wipe the tears from his cheeks. How could she not 
be mad. This was Beau, her mate, her dearest friend. It was his fault she was being kept from 
them. Caleb was absolutely petrified of the consequences, but even he couldn’t say he didn’t 
deserve it this time. 


“Oh...oh, okay, um...” Jester said, looking away and biting her lip. She took a few long slow 
breaths, fumbling with the symbol around her neck for a second before gripping it to cast a 
spell. 


“Hey, um, Veth, would-...” Jester paused, her voice shaking and breaking. She took a slow 
breath, continuing. “Could you maybe switch with me? I think Caleb would feel better about 
you being here tonight.” 


Caleb’s eyes widened as Jester stood up, a cold terror gripping him. He wanted to beg her to 
please please not leave him. To at least wait until Veth arrived. If that even mattered, Caleb 
realized with a sinking fear. Because what if Veth was just as upset and did not want to guard 
him. Yasha stood up as well and Caleb curled Fjord’s coat tighter around him. His throat 
ached; dry from screams from before and tight from choking back sound now. 


“I’m really sorry I scared you, Caleb. That I am scaring you. But I promise, I really won’t 
hurt you. I would never.” Jester said, voice thick as she wrapped her arms around herself. 


Yasha stepped over to the Tiefling, pulling her into an embrace. Jester turned into her, 
throwing her arms around Yasha and burying her face in the larger woman’s neck. Caleb felt 
guilty at having upset her, though it was a dim emotion compared to the fear they would 
leave. He waited with bated breath, expecting at any moment both would walk out and leave 
him there. 


They stayed, however. Yasha kept a watchful eye on the door while holding Jester, the 
cleric’s breath hitching every so often as she clung to Yasha. Veth showed up after only a few 
short minutes, crossbow and far more bolts than she likely needed in hand. She gave Yasha a 
grim look, nodding once at her before walking past and leaning down to look at Caleb. 


“No one is going to hurt you, got it?” Veth told him sternly, notching a bolt into her crossbow 
with a clear unmistakable message. “And the next person who tries? I’Il put this through their 
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eye. 


Caleb watched her with wide eyes, gaze flicking from the now empty entryway, to the dim 
glowing lantern, and back to her determined and fierce expression. He nodded as she 
continued to look at him, fear of being abandoned making way for a desperate desire to give 
the correct answer that would keep that protective expression in his favor. Veth nodded once, 
turning her back to him and taking up station in front of the cage. 


Aftermath 


Veth hated seeing Caleb like this. 


She hated him being afraid, but most of all hated seeing him afraid of her. That he was scared 
of Jester too... Caduceus hadn’t gone into detail about what state he and Beau had found 
Caleb to be in, but she didn’t need to hear it to know it had been bad. Caleb was just as scared 
of them now as he’d been the first day they’d met. Maybe more. 


It had taken him hours to fall asleep, curled tight in the corner of a cage that was not fit for an 
animal. He shook in a fine tremble constantly, flinched away from the sight of her when he 
woke from what little sleep he had managed to find, and stayed so eerily quiet no matter what 
terror plagued his imaginations. 


At one point after he woke, she’d offered him food and drink. It was just her water skin and 
some dried rations she had on her, and Veth had hoped it was a good sign when he accepted it 
from her. He’d downed the water quickly enough that she regretted not having more. She 
wasn’t going to leave to get any, and she wasn’t going to frighten him by messaging one of 
the others to bring some. Caleb had hesitated over the food, the looks he sent her way full of 
anxious fear. Veth had needed to tell him to stop when he’d gagged and near made himself 
sick trying to force himself to eat. 


Caleb had cringed, baring his throat in silent submission, and had only stopped when Veth 
had calmly reminded him of her promise. No one was going to hurt him. She’d shoot them 
first. Caleb had said nothing, but he’d moved back to curl up against the bars of the cage and 
closed his eyes. Sleeping, or trying to, so Veth had gone back to stand watch with her 
crossbow at the ready. 


Other than Caleb jerking awake every hour or so, the evening was uneventful. Sleep wasn’t 
even a temptation for Veth. Caleb’s sharp intake of breath every time he woke was incentive 
enough to stay awake. It was an agonizingly slow night, the morning heralded by footsteps 
approaching. 


Veth resisted the urge to duck into the shadows to hide. Being a visible protection for Caleb 
was more important than getting a good angle for a shot at whoever was approaching. She 
leveled the crossbow at the door, eyes and ears peeled for movement from any other direction 
just in case. 


A few moments later, Fjord appeared in the entryway. The warlock had his hands up as he 
came to a stop, eyeing her crossbow warily. Veth lowered the crossbow, glancing back to see 
Caleb still curled asleep. She looked back at Fjord, hissing a low accusation. “What took you 
so long?” 


“Much as I would have liked to have the ability, I can’t rush the sun.” Fjord retorted just as 
quietly, lowering his hands and walking over. “How is he?” 


“He's barely slept, hasn't spoken.” Veth reported. “He’s terrified every time he wakes up.” 


Fjord grimaced, kneeling down and pulling the key out of his pocket. Veth clenched her teeth, 
preparing herself for however Caleb may react to them actively waking him. She was more 
than ready for him to get out of there, back to being able to be treated like a person. She was 
going to kill Zeenoth for this. And for a lot of other things, but for this one he was getting an 
extra special crossbow bolt to the face. 


Just as every other time he'd woke on his own through the night, the mage's initial response 
was fear. More visceral this time, Caleb jerking back hard enough that the bars of the cage 
rattled as the hinges screeched with the opening of the door. Both Fjord and Veth winced in 
sympathy; that had to have hurt. Still, Caleb made no sound. He wasn’t the most talkative in 
the first place, but there was fear behind this and Veth hated it. 


Fjord shifted back a little, extending a hand toward Caleb as he remained kneeling in front of 
the cage. “Hey Caleb. It’s just me, I won’t hurt you.” 


Caleb crawled forward, stopping just outside of the cage and lowering himself in submission 
before Fjord. He bowed with his face near touching the straw covered floor, hoping it was 
enough to appease any anger. He was tired, stiff, and still so terrified. Veth had been kind 
enough to stay and guard him when Jester had left, but Caleb did not know if that mercy was 
shared by the pack leader. Fjord did not sound angry, but half riddled with sleep and 
exhaustion and nightmares full of pain and rules... Caleb couldn’t act any other way. 


“You don’t need to do that.” Fjord said softly, one hand reaching to cup Caleb’s chin and 
gently urge him into sitting upright. Once the mage was sitting up, he offered a clean white 
shirt to Caleb. "Caduceus said you would need this." 


Caleb accepted the garment obediently, even as a sick dread crept up his gut at having to take 
off the leather coat. It wasn't his, wouldn't protect him from Fjord's wrath even if it were, but 
he'd drawn comfort having it on all the same. With shaking hands Caleb pulled the coat off, 
folding it carefully and giving it to the Alpha. He couldn’t bring himself to look up to check 
Fjord’s expression, having already convinced himself it would hold only a cold fury. 


Putting the white shirt on proved to be more of a challenge than it should have been. Caleb's 
hand shook as he curled it over his shoulders and put his arms through the sleeves. The first 
button wasn't too difficult, slipping in the hole easily. The second was harder, fear and the 
weight of Fjord and Veth's eyes making the tremors in Caleb's hands and shoulders grow. It 
took him three tries, breath speeding with each passing second he was making them wait. 


There wasn't a post in this cage room, but there was a metal ring bolted into the wall above 
the only open empty space. It would, Caleb knew, easily hold him up and stretched bare for 
punishment. It was far too easy to envision Fjord dragging him over, binding him so his feet 
barely touched the floor. Beating him until he could not hold back his cries, then punishing 
him all the more for daring to make noise. 


The vivid picture, one he'd lived through before and was certain he would soon experience 
again, made his hands shake too hard to complete the task put before him. He tried, fingers 
gripping and slipping over the fine buttons on the shirt. Molly's garment most likely, a distant 
part of his mind supplied. The more pessimistic part of him wondered if it had been selected 
just so he'd fail and give them more reason to hurt him. 


"Here. Let me." Fjord spoke lowly, reaching and taking over for Caleb. 


Caleb froze, dropping his hands and baring his throat the instant Fjord touched him. He held 
his breath as Fjord did the buttons up one by one. Caleb grew more anxious each time the 
warlock's fingers brushed his chest, jaw clenched so hard it ached in an effort to keep from 
flinching away. Still, it was better than being strung up and whipped, though Caleb's 
exhausted mind couldn't quite draw an answer to why he was being spared. 


“We’re going to go join the others.” Fjord told him patiently, touch still gentle as he pulled 
Caleb easily to his feet. “We’Il find some place to eat and talk about what we’ll do next. No 
one is going to hurt you. I promise.” 


Caleb nodded shaky agreement, the tension in his chest easing when Fjord wrapped his coat 
around Caleb’s shoulders again. 


“We'll find you a new one.” Fjord promised, offering a smile when Caleb found the courage 
to look up and check his expression. “Until then, you can use mine. Or Molly’s if you prefer, 
though we thought you might like something less visibly loud.” 


Caleb glanced over at Veth as he pushed his arms through the sleeves of the coat once more, 
feeling an undue amount of reassurance seeing she still held her crossbow. Still on guard, 
even with Fjord there and Caleb himself standing out of the cage. It was a little easier to 
remember, to believe, that such guardedness was unnecessary with Fjord, but he appreciated 
it all the same. 


Caleb pulled the coat tight around himself, hesitating and looking up at Fjord when the 
warlock let out a soft purr. It sounded a little forced, the alpha’s expression tight with 
concern. Not angry, though. Not even when Caleb moved closer uninvited. He knew he 
shouldn’t be so hesitant, so anxious. Fjord had never hurt him before, wouldn’t even now. 
The warlock had said as much and, as Caleb gingerly leaned into him, he repeated that 
reassurance. 


“You're good. I won’t hurt you.” Fjord said softly, movements careful as he wrapped his 
arms around Caleb in a gentle hug. “I’m sorry. About this, yesterday. You didn’t do anything 
wrong; we did. And in case you’re worried about it, this doesn’t change anything about what 
we came here to do.” 


That was a worry that hadn’t yet crept into his mind, though Caleb knew it would have 
eventually. He was still too anxious to speak, so he nodded acknowledgement, cheek pressed 
against Fjord’s chest. Fjord’s scent was calming, more reassuring than the coat had been 
during the night. 


“Let’s get out of here.” Veth suggested, taking a step toward the door. 
“Gods, yes.” Fjord agreed, keeping his arm around Caleb as he followed the halflings lead. 


The pre-dawn morning air was crisp and cold outside, though Caleb was warm enough both 
with Fjord’s coat still around him and the Alpha himself pressed close. The others were 
waiting, Jester staring off into the streets, Caduceus and Yasha keeping tabs on a very clearly 


unhappy Molly. The bloodhunter was the first to notice their arrival, the man ducking around 
Yasha to near jog over to them. 


“Hey Caleb, I’m so sorry.” Molly apologized immediately, looking and sounding far more in 
control than he’d been yesterday when the guards had taken Caleb away. It was a relief to 
see. Caleb had not been looking forward to trying to placate him. After the Alpha’s reaction 
to Caleb being taken, he’d expected a much less controlled response to his return. 


But Molly’s tone was even, if slightly agitated, without even a hint of a growl. 


Without quite thinking about it, Caleb stepped forward away from Fjord to curl into Molly’s 
arms, nose pressed at the crook of Molly’s neck as he breathed in the Alpha’s scent. It was as 
comforting as Fjord’s had been first thing that morning, stronger than the dulled musk that 
clung to the leather coat. It filled Caleb with a sense of watery relief to find no bitter scent of 
anger, just a calm concern. 


“T know.” Molly purred a low soothing tone, shifting just enough to kiss Caleb’s temple and 
wrap his arms around the Omega. “It sucks. I hate it. You hate it more. I know.” 


Caleb’s throat was too tight to manage words, though this time not from fear. He was 
grateful, glad he wasn’t going to have to pretend to like this. Pretend he was okay with what 
had happened and what was still going to have to happen. He’d played that game before, 
been made to thank an owner for a punishment delivered. He understood that this was 
different, but it would still have felt much the same. 


He looked up as the others drew closer; Jester and Yasha hand in hand while Caduceus 
watched him with (thankfully) his normal pink hued eyes. Caleb glanced between the three, 
the ones he had displeased the most, offering an apology. “I am s-sorry. I-” 


“You don’t need to apologize.” Fjord spoke up beside him. 


Caleb stopped speaking in an instant as he dropped his gaze, too afraid to argue even though 
he disagreed. He did need to apologize and this was his fault. Grateful he may be that they 
were not punishing him for it, however the blame still lay on his shoulders. Yet he wasn't 
going to risk displeasing Fjord by disobeying. Not after yesterday. Not with the cost of such 
still etched across his back. 


"Could you guys give us a moment? Keep watch?" Fjord asked suddenly, moving closer to 
Caleb as he looked at the rest of the nein and gestured to the gap between the inn and the next 
building that served as a short alley. "Molly, come with me?" 


Fjord took Caleb's wrist, giving him no other option but to follow. Fjord wasn't entirely sure 
if this idea would work. He only knew that Caleb was feeling guilty and afraid, that fear 
having spiked sharply when Fjord had told him he did not need to apologize for anything. 
He'd obeyed, had stopped talking, but if anything Fjord thought that a bad sign. He didn't 
want blind, fearful obedience. 


The reminder of how Caleb had always been treated before them, punished for things that 
weren't his fault (and harshly at that), had clearly pushed the Omega back into that frame of 


mind of when they'd first met. He didn't dare defy them, even when he believed otherwise. So 
long as his current idea didn't backfire completely, Fjord hoped to remind the mage that he 
and Molly were different. That they were all different. Even though it meant drawing a little 
on what he knew Lucien had done with Caleb, Fjord was willing to try if it would reassure 
Caleb he was safe to speak up even in disagreement. 


So, Fjord pulled Caleb gently behind him, Molly trailing in their wake, and guided the mage 
so his back was to the exterior wall of the inn. Ignoring the pure fear blatant across Caleb's 
face, Fjord stepped up to him, pinning the wrist he still grasped to the wall and using his 
other hand to unclip the collar and toss the offending metal to Molly. That done, he put his 
free hand on Caleb's shoulder to keep him still. 


"I know you disagree with what I said. Let's get this out now, before we go anywhere else. 
What is it you think you've done that you feel you need to apologize for?" Fjord asked, 
sternly gentle as he met Caleb's wide terrified eyes. There was nothing Caleb could say that 
would make Fjord hurt him, and he sincerely hoped he could convey that without screwing 
this up. Caleb had submitted and apologized, with no lessening of fear, and Fjord hoped 
taking an active role in proving his safety that would do the trick. 


Caleb's gaze flickered to Molly, a low whimper slipping from his throat when Fjord growled 
to recapture his attention. The Omega trembled, breath speeding, and Fjord felt immeasurably 
guilty for the way Caleb's eyes flickered tellingly to his belt. 


"I- I a-angered Yasha and- and Caduceus." Caleb stammered out finally, the admission one 
Fjord hadn't been expecting. 


Fjord didn't ask why Caleb thought he'd upset them, that wasn't the point. He was playing by 
Caleb's rules, unfair that they were, and Fjord doubted that it mattered the reason he thought 
them angry. Instead, Fjord just leaned closer in so that his chest was near flush with Caleb's, 
the Omega helpfully baring his throat in submission, and nipped the gentlest bite he could 
manage over the wizard's neck. 


Caleb's breath hitched, jerking slightly in surprise as a completely different type of shiver ran 
through him. Fjord purred a reassurance, kissing the spot he'd just bitten. When he pulled 
back, Caleb's expression was more of wary surprise than fear. 


"Alright, and anything else?" Fjord asked, risking a little playfulness in his words. 
Caleb swallowed nervously, again glancing at Molly. 


Fjord didn't demand his attention this time, letting him take whatever reassurance he might 
find from the Tiefling. Fjord didn't need to look to know exactly how this little show was 
affecting his mate. 


"U-upsetting Jester?" 


That one Fjord expected. Technically true, Jester had been upset and distraught coming back 
to their room last night. None of which was actually Caleb's fault, but Fjord would play 
along. 


Caleb didn't jump this time, though he did tense briefly with his breath held. The Omega 
shivered again when Fjord pulled back, eyes closed with his head leaning back against the 
wall. Fjord probably shouldn't have been so smug, but that was definitely not fear in Caleb's 
scent anymore. He dropped his hand from Caleb's shoulder, giving the mage just a little more 
space. 


"Is that all?" Fjord asked, shifting the hand still on Caleb's wrist so that their fingers 
intertwined, an intimate showing of affection rather than a restraint. He stroked his thumb 
across Caleb's hand gently, hoping to convey that message clearly before looking back up at 
the mage. 


"I, ah..... disobeyed Beauregard's orders." Caleb said lightly, pausing as nervousness entered 
his tone. He didn't move, didn't open his eyes or look back at Fjord. This admission he 
obviously worried about, and Fjord could understand why. The other two were ambiguous as 
to whether the fault was his or not. All of Caleb's prior training was far more clear on the 
price of disobeying. 


This one, though, Fjord didn't want to paint as bad even if the ‘punishment' was a front. 
Caduceus had told them what Beau had asked of Caleb, and Fjord was beyond pleased that 
Caleb had disobeyed for his own comfort. If anything, that was deserving of praise, not 
censure. Caleb flinched when Fjord leaned in this time, a breathless whimper slipping from 
his lips as he righted himself quickly. Instead of nipping, Fjord kissed a slow line from 
Caleb's jaw to the bond mark, purring a low praise. 


"Good boy. That was good. She shouldn't have asked that of you, it was unfair." Fjord 
murmured softly, thumb rubbing across Caleb's wrist again when the Omega let out a breath 
of relief. 


"I should be the one apologizing for that." Molly chipped in. 


Fjord pulled back from Caleb, looking over at Molly. He had a half smile, part guilt and part 
desire written on his face. Caleb's gaze drifted down and flickered between them, mixed 
emotions of curiosity and worry present. Fjord supposed fair was fair, and he knew Molly's 
tastes well enough that it wasn't even a hesitation to reach and drag the Tiefling closer. 
Rougher than he would have ever been with Caleb, but it erased the guilt in Molly's eyes and 
lit his scent with love and desire. 


Much as he'd been doing with Caleb, if with a little more force and teeth, Fjord nipped at his 
neck too. Molly, with just the barest amount of discretion, groaned a low pleasure as he 
reached out a hand to grab at Fjord's shirt. Fjord chuckled, slipping from dominant to playful 
as he stepped away from Caleb to turn fully toward Molly. "You're taking the point of this the 
wrong way." 


"I think I understand the point of this exactly." Molly replied cheekily, a low purr of pleasure 
rumbling under his words as he stretched up to nuzzle Fjord's neck. "And now we've both 
been properly chastised for our misdeeds." 


Fjord snorted, worries evaporating as he glanced over to see Caleb watching them with a mix 
of curiosity still, but instead of wary fear there was almost a longing. It dimmed a little as the 


Omega glanced down the way where the others kept watch. He licked his lips nervously, 
taking a quiet breath before asking. "What about- it.. it's my fault Beauregard is not 
returning." 


Score one for Yasha, she'd been the one to call that assumption of guilt. 


"It's not." Fjord assured, turning back to Caleb with a gentle smile. This was, in hindsight, 
probably something they should have explained before coming here. Especially as it 
pertained to Zeenoth. "He always does this to varying degrees when we're back in 
Rexxemtrum." 


"Zeenoth does." Molly clarified, Fjord nodding a thanks. 


"We knew going in that she wouldn't likely be around much for our stay, and after she didn't 
come back that first night, it confirmed it. The only difference now is she probably won't be 
sneaking over to see us between whatever Zeenoth has her doing." Fjord explained, 
extending an arm toward Caleb when the mage stepped forward away from the wall. 


Fjord continued to explain once Caleb was curled into his side, tucked safely between 
himself and Molly by the Omega's own choice. "Jester will keep in touch with her, Cad can 
scry to make sure she's alright." 


"The plan hasn't changed. Just the timeline. We're still getting your two friends out." Molly 
promised. 


Caleb let out a slow sigh, which Fjord very much hoped was a sign the wizard believed them. 


"Until then, we should keep a low profile." Fjord suggested. "Do you know anywhere we 
could go for the day. Or anything we should avoid?" 


"Some... taverns? On the lower quarter. I do not think they would deny your business even 
with me accompanying you." Caleb suggested. 


"We'll start there." Fjord agreed, beginning to head toward the others. Caleb migrated over to 
Molly, discreetly checking the Alpha to see what, if any, difference there had been to Fjord's 
'dicipline’. 


Not that Caleb would call the Alpha's actions any sort of punishment. The sensation had 
been... worrying at first. He'd feared the initial bite would be breaking the bond. Senseless, 
because he did know Fjord would not do that. But Fjord's teeth had barely scrapped the skin, 
sending pleasant shivers up Caleb's spine. 


It had served to calm him, had reminded him that Fjord was impossibly gentle even when 
scolding him. And Molly... his eyes had been dark pools of lust focused on Fjord, the want 
not dimming even when he'd invited the pack leader's displeasure on himself. Fjord had been 
more forceful with Molly, surprising Caleb completely that the same punishment was applied 
between them both, but clearly the Tiefling had enjoyed it. Even now Molly was pleased; 
purring and happily holding Caleb close as the two followed after Fjord. 


Caleb caught Jester's eye as Fjord filled them in on the agreed plan for the morning, 
attempting a smile. He did feel bad for upsetting her, truly. She would not hurt him, the 
promise easier to believe walking free in the daylight. She drifted over to walk next to Molly 
as the Nein headed down the street, peering across at Caleb. "Hey, Caleb, um... so, do you 
think maybe it would be okay if you wore that other collar that I had made for you? I mean, 
you wouldn't get in trouble, right? Because that other one looked so so uncomfortable, but I 
don't want you to get hurt again." 


Caleb came to a sudden halt, insides turning to ice with a sudden panic as he realized he 
currently had xo collar on right now. 


"Fuck." Molly cursed lowly, fumbling at his pocket for a moment. "I'm sorry, shit, I'm so 
sorry, I forgot- here, Caleb-" 


In a matter of moments Molly had reached up to click the metal back in place around Caleb's 
throat. It didn't do much to calm him at first, Caleb already bracing himself for a guard or 
some other to stride over and grab him again. It was only Molly's hands on him though, 
pulling him closer and holding him tight. 


"You're fine, you're safe, no one saw. I'm so sorry." Molly repeated again. Footsteps 
approached behind him and Caleb clung to Molly, shrinking against the Alpha. 


"It's just Fjord, you're okay love." Molly assured, hesitating for a moment before amending. 
"And Yasha, Cad, and Veth. Trust me, no one is taking you anywhere." 


Caleb nodded, forcing himself to take slower breaths. Truthfully, with Molly having the 
collar on him, there would have been little cause for a guard to remove Caleb from the Nein's 
possession. Fine them, perhaps, but not take their Omega. With the pack around and so on 
guard, the risk of someone taking advantage of such a brief unclaimed state was basically 
null. 


Caleb lifted his head once he felt like he could breathe again. Once the threat of being taken 
away and beaten for breaking a law felt less imminent. He glanced at Jester, trying for a 
reassuring smile. He appreciated the offer, was grateful she had pointed out their misstep, 
even accidentally. 


"Most would not.... know the difference. But it only takes the one that does. This collar is 
safer." 


Jester's returned smile looked about as frail as his own. "Okay. Sorry I scared you, I just..." 


Caleb shook his head, staying close to Molly but reaching out to her. "Nein. Better you point 
it out than... t-than anyone else." 


Jester slipped around to take his hand, walking at his other side as the group resumed their 
pace down the main thoroughfare of the capital. The pack kept a little closer this time, a little 
more obvious in their guarded defense. 


It took them a little over an hour to find a place that was open at such an early hour. They 
stayed on the east side of the city, well away from any possibility of crossing paths with 
Cobalt Soul or Assembly members both. They found what amounted to a dive bar attempting 
to class itself up. The exterior of the building was a mix of old and new wood, though 
whether it was due to repairs or an attempt to expand was anyone’s guess. 


There was an older human male beginning to open the door as they approached. Fjord left 
Caleb with Molly, moving ahead to speak with the man. After a short word, and a quick 
exchange of coin, the elderly man when inside while Fjord waited for the others to catch up. 


“They’re not open yet, but he’s agreed we can come in now anyway, so long as we don’t 
cause any trouble.” Fjord told them, holding open the door for them all. “There’Il be food and 
drink in a couple hours, if we want.” 


Caleb had enough confidence to nudge Molly toward the larger table in the far corner of the 
room, watching the proprietor warily as the old man set about preparing for the day. At this 
distance, Caleb couldn’t be sure his designation but didn’t think it would be an issue even if 
he were an Alpha. So long as Caleb minded his place, there shouldn’t be any problems. 


The table was against a wall, the seating on that side in the form of a stained bench. There 
were two other chairs in the general vicinity, Yasha and Jester each grabbing another to drag 
over. Thankfully Molly took the seat Caleb would have preferred him in; the one farthest 
from the door with his back to a wall and able to see the room. Fjord slid in after the both of 
them, Yasha and Caduceus taking the corners, and Veth and Jester filling in the last two 
chairs. 


Caleb sat beside Molly and Fjord for as long as he dared, anxiety rising with each passing 
minute. He didn’t want to upset them or anyone else. He did not want them to get kicked out 
if he caused a scene, which was a possibility if someone came in and took exception to him 
sitting at a table like a normal person. So, when the elder human man went to unlock the door 
for the start of business, Caleb leaned over to nuzzle first Fjord and then Molly’s neck before 
sliding off the bench and sitting on his knees on the floor at their feet. 


It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but Caleb knew this would be the expectation of his station. 
Later he would move to sit beside Molly again, rather than at the Alpha’s feet. After the city 
guard had changed shifts, come and gone from their search of food or drink. Those were the 
people that could potentially harm him, and Caleb would prefer be safely out of sight if any 
should enter. 


Caleb closed his eyes, leaning against Molly’s leg. The Alpha jumped slightly at the contact, 
Fjord’s hand curling around Molly’s a moment later. 


“Alright?” Fjord said in a low whisper above Caleb. 
“Yeah.” Molly answered after a beat of hesitation. 


There was a short shuffle, Caleb opening his eyes to see Fjord had scooted closer to Molly so 
they were pressed together. “I’m sure he could-“ 


“Leave him be, Fjord.” Caduceus interrupted, an edge to his tone that send a shudder through 
Caleb. He pressed back against Molly, more than a little reassured by twin low growls from 
the two Alphas. Caduceus didn’t sound bothered, though his words were gentler as he 
continued. “Remember what I told you? Beau told him to tell us if we’re going to put him in 
danger. We agreed that was a good idea.” 


“And this is him telling us...” Caleb’s eyes slipped closed as Molly leaned forward and put a 
warm hand on the back of his neck, disagreement above forgotten as the slow grown tension 
fled from him in an instant. 


Right. Arguments and tempers didn’t mean the same thing for him now that he was with the 
Nein. He leaned his head against Molly’s knee, muscles feeling heavy. He was beyond tired, 
beyond exhausted. This was as safe a place as any in the capital, out of sight at the foot of an 
Alpha. Later, once he was more confident that he could stomach the looks and attention from 
other patrons of the establishment, Caleb would join the others at the table again. 


For right now though, all he wanted was to rest. 


Connections 


Chapter Notes 


Another one of my "not so sure about this, but posting it to move on" chapters. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Zeenoth sent for Beau at the crack of dawn the next day. A young initiate knocked on her 
door before the sun had breached the horizon, informed her the High Curator requested her 
presence at the Archives, and then left. Contrary to his initial request that she train his new 
students, the Zeenoth’s task for her that morning was spent in the Archives. He hovered over 
her shoulder half the day researching and had then been an annoying presence when they did 
get around to a training session with Temerity, Jeir, and Elrik. 


Zeenoth instructed all four of them for a while, first pitting them against Beau one after 
another. A more comprehensive test of their skill, and her endurance. One on one they were 
easier to handle, and Beau had the advantage of having trained with and instructed them the 
prior evening. But they had the same advantage of having observed her style in return. Beau 
took down Elrik easily enough, his style the same as she’d learned years ago. Picking apart 
an opponent that fought the same way as her was second nature at this point thanks to years 
under Zeenoth. 


Jeir was more of a challenge, his style completely different using a mix of martial art and a 
bit of magic. Her one scuffle with Caleb came in useful in that experience, the fire Jeir spread 
from his hands not the surprise he appeared to have hoped it would be. She’d plenty of 
experience taking down magic users in her time with the Nein as well, even if he was far 
sturdier. As she’d observed and reported to Zeenoth, Jeir preferred take the defensive when 
on his own, which ultimately proved his downfall. 


Temerity was a cut above the two betas, both in skill and in her inherent abilities. Again, 
Beau drew on her experience with the Nein, mainly her observation on Jester and Molly’s 
fighting techniques. At least as far as it pertained to their infernal heritage. Thanks to them 
Beau knew to expect retaliation in the form of flames once again licking up her form. It was a 
little annoying that both she and Jeir preferred fire (it was distractingly reminiscent of Caleb 
and the pack she was currently missing dearly) and Temerity had a knack for picking out 
pressure points and driving her blows harder in them. Training versus practical experience, 
however, put Beauregard the victor against the green Tiefling as well. 


None of them held back in their sparring rounds. All four had lived and trained in 
Rexxentrum long enough to know better. There was no place for weakness here. Zeenoth 
gave instructions, set them back to sparring, repeating the exercise over again until he was 
satisfied. By the end of it, Beau was struggling to keep winning the matches. It was only 
battle experience and foreknowledge of how Zeenoth liked to operate that had gotten her this 


far. Even with that, she might have lost the last round against Temerity had Zeenoth not 
called a halt, putting her in charge of the remainder of the day’s training while he took his 
leave of them. 


Thanks to his constant presence, Beau had been unable to answer when Jester had messaged 
her that morning and again that afternoon. The afternoon message had, in fact, given cause 
for Zeenoth to stop and go on a long rant about her distraction. Beau had mis-stepped only 
marginally when the spell had connected, though thankfully the match had been against Elrik. 


Given that Zeenoth was hovering and just waiting for her to slip up, Beau made good on her 
word and worked with the three students until they were well past exhausted. So was she, but 
Beau had the benefit of having been able to stand back and critique rather than physically 
spar each time. At the end of that, she went back to the library to try and find more about 

Uk’ atoa. It only took three hours of fruitless searching before she grew frustrated enough to 
head back to her room. 


The following day was much the same. Summoned by Zeenoth at the crack of dawn and then 
spending hours at the library. The upside of that, she had to admit, was that all the research 
was blatantly for his planned expansion into Marquet. Most of it was just culture and 
customs, trade habits, local specialties, and a bit about ruling parties (both legitimate and 
not). It didn’t say much about his end goals, only that he’d set his sight abroad. He was 
marginally interested in noted ties between Marquet and Taldorei, though besides making a 
note of them he did not have Beau pursue that line of research further. 


It was subtle, but by the third day Beau felt the pressure of his attention shifting from a 
testing of her allegiance to a push for her success. Much as he’d done all her years working 
for him, he demanded excellence and rewarded her for it by giving her more leeway. Her 
success was, in a way, his own. It was oddly normal, a routine she and Zeenoth had gone 
through for years upon years. The realization that his new students viewed her not as their 
equal, but more like the High Curator’s right hand was less normal. To them, she was equal to 
him in power, if not social or political status. Beau figured Caddy would have described them 
as viewing her more approachable than the High Curator himself. Either way, she hated being 
equated to him. 


Beau had never really thought about it before, never stuck around long enough to get a read 
on how anyone else viewed her, but once she paid attention it became obvious that it wasn’t 
just those three. Two days later, with Zeenoth off in some meeting or another, and Beau still 
found people speaking to her in the exact same tone of fear and respect they always 
addressed to Zeenoth when he’d been by her side. It wasn’t anything she could use against 
him, but it was interesting to realize she was more his Lieutenant than student now. At least 
as far as the Cobalt Soul was concerned. 


Between training, research, and (twice) sitting in on meetings with Zeenoth, Beau didn’t end 
up with much free time. Nor was she able to speak to Jester half the times the Tiefling 
messaged her. At least Beau was kept up to date enough to know that the pack was doing 
well, even Caleb (if Jester’s reports were to be believed). Beau had reminded Jester that they 
needed to play by the rules of the city, only regretting late that night having been so... distant. 


She didn’t see Astrid again for another five days. Five days of communicating with Jester 
through snippets of messages here and there, and otherwise sinking fully into playing her part 
as Zeenoth’s loyal follower. All of Zeenoth’s communications came old school; from an 
initiate running messages or in person. Five days she’d spend doing his bidding, training his 
students, and filing away any scrap of information that might help the Nein later. 


This current afternoon Beau set Temerity, Elrik, and Jeir through an exercise in channeling 
their ki for the task of the day. They all knew how to channel that energy through touch, 
could use it in a fight nearly as easily as she could herself. Mastering the ability to use it with 
subtlety wasn’t a skill any of them had at current. Beau told them they were to speak their 
birth languages, not common, and were not to break form until they could correctly 
understand the others. It was a useful skill in subterfuge and intel gathering, especially when 
sent out to a different land and people. A target was more apt to let slip information if they 
didn’t think you could understand them. 


Half an hour into Temerity mocking the other two in infernal, Jeir explaining his mother’s 
favorite recipe in Marquesian, and Elrik cursing Beauregard’s entire linage in Elvish, Astrid 
arrived. She was wearing a collar this time, though still looked uncomfortable to be walking 
through the training ground in the middle of the day. It wasn’t empty by any means, and she 
drew multiple glances. Most took one look at the collar and went back to their training, 
giving credit to Beau’s assumption of just why Astrid and Caleb both preferred have one. 


Those who kept staring only did so long enough to notice Astrid’s destination, their attention 
diverting once they realized it was Beauregard. 


Beau gave her quasi-students a look over to make sure they were on task and not distracted, 
then turned to face the approaching mage. Astrid looked the same physically as the last time 
Beau had seen her, as far as visually went. She had a steadier gait, whatever injuries she’d 
gotten a few days prior appeared to be healing, and she didn’t seem to have any new ones. 
Beau crossed her arms as Astrid stopped and bowed in front of her, well aware of the 
audience they had and the part she was expected to play. 


“Expositor Beauregard. The High Curator requests you gather the research you have 
compiled and assist Archavist Kathedoc with devising a solution to the current stall in the 
negotiations with the delegates from Marquet.” 


Beau lifted an eyebrow, interested to hear that he’d hit a roadblock. “And when did this little 
development come around?” 


“Recently, Expositor.” Astrid answered simply, the omega not looking up from the ground. 
“He expects an answer today, sooner rather than later.” 


Beau scowled, throwing a look at her trainee’s. “You three keep this up until you can actually 
understand each other. I expect you to have mastered this by tomorrow.” 


Elrik spat out another curse at her in elvish, Beau flipping him off with a smug smirk as she 
turned to head out of the training ring. She could hear Temerity laughing behind her and 
knew the Tiefling would probably end up pushing the other two to keep at it. It wasn’t an 
easy skill to master, but Beau knew Zeenoth would have pushed them to do it this quickly 


too. Just as he’d pushed her. Anyone who couldn’t use their ki in such a way by tomorrow 
would have to do the same exercise again, just with added difficulty of doing it during 
combat. 


“He give a more accurate timeline other than ‘sooner’?” Beau questioned, glancing over at 
Astrid as the omega fell in step at her heels. 


“He did not, Expositor.” Astrid replied, shaking her head slightly. 


Beau grunted acceptance, happy enough to have leeway in delivering an answer. It wasn’t a 
long walk from the main training grounds to the office Kathedoc worked, even with a short 
stop to collect the research from the Archives, and Beau slowed her pace once she realized 

Astrid was keeping at heel rather than returning back to the High Curator’s side. 


“What’s with the in-person delivery rather than magic?” Beau asked her, genuinely curious 
beyond the desire to know just what Zeenoth was up to. 


Astrid didn’t look up as she replied, keeping in perfect step. “The High Curator requires an 
update as soon as you have finished assisting Archavist Kathedoc.” 


“And this is any different than me reporting in person how?” Beau asked, skeptical. Not that 
she had any complaints, better Astrid be with her than Zeenoth. Beau at least wouldn’t hurt 
her. And she’d really like to be able to tell Caleb that she’d done something to help his friend. 
Even if it were just a day of peace. 


“T am to convey the information to him as soon as the solution to the Archavist’s problem is 
devised.” Astrid replied, just the slightest hint of condescension in her tone. 


Beauregard rather appreciated the attitude, though she pretended not to notice. The misdirect 
of information was a nice touch too. Astrid said enough to answer the question without 
actually revealing where Zeenoth was or what he was doing right now. If Beau had to guess, 
she’d say he was with the king or some of the ambassadors. High profile and not somewhere 
Beau could just waltz in and give a report. “Won’t that be kind of difficult with the collar? 
Caleb’s got one too, so I know what it does.” 


Same as last time, the mention of Caleb caused her to faulter. Just a small hesitation to her 
next step, a quick rush to get back into the rhythm of Beau’s gait. When she spoke again all 
trace of defiance or disrespect were gone, tone perfectly respectful and submissive. “It is not 
locked and can be removed long enough for the spell to be cast.” 


Beau slowed her pace a little further, looking sideways at Astrid appraisingly. That was twice 
now the Omega had said something to Beau that, while truthful on the surface, was also 
skewed just enough to hedge out a bit of protection for herself. “Gotta hand it to you. You’ve 
got saying one thing while implying another down to a damn art form.” 


Astrid’s jaw clenched, shoulder’s hitching barely enough to be noticed, but she made no 
response. Beau didn’t poke at the show of weakness; she’d made her point. Astrid had clearly 
learned how to be manipulative from Zeenoth. Beau didn’t hold it against her, even if it 
rubbed her the wrong way to have that coercion directed her way. Astrid did it to keep herself 


safe, as much as was possible. It wasn’t too different from the way Caleb had redirected 
Molly and Fjord’s attentions from Lucien on the journey to Shadycreek. Subtle, and not 
something done with malicious intent. 


However, Astrid thinking she could control Beauregard in that way wasn’t going to fly. 
Because that would mean Zeenoth would hear of it and Beau sure as hell wasn’t about to go 
through that particular training regimen again. Three full weeks of double talk, misdirection, 
and reading into every word and syllable anytime anyone spoke to her. And Zeenoth wasn’t 
above pulling the Assembly into his student projects, so she could count on magic users 
making themselves look like someone completely different. 


Beau had nearly killed the bastard who decided it would be a good idea to make himself look 
like Dairon. 


Ultimately, that had ended the training exercise. Beau wasn’t sure whether it was because 
she’d passed Zeenoth’s test or if he was just pleased that she would apparently attack her old 
mentor on sight. She didn’t know what that mage had told Zeenoth about the incident. 
Honestly, she’d just seen red. At the time, the report of Dairon’s death had been only two 
months prior. Long enough Beau believed it accurate, but not so long she had been quite past 
her own guilt and anger. 


Repeating that now would not be good. Zeenoth had far too many choices for driving a 
wedge between her and the Nein. Not to mention his three new students. Beau didn’t know 
them well enough to differentiate between them and an imposter yet; a weakness too easily 
exploited. 


Beau had to make herself stop, refocusing on the present. Thinking three steps ahead of the 
enemy was what she’d been trained to do, but that wasn’t going to be helpful here. Zeenoth 
would do as he pleased and she’d just have to put up with it. Right now she had a job to do 
and there was little point in doing it poorly. If nothing else, this gave something other than 
her or the pack for Zeenoth to focus on. 


Neither of them said anything else the rest of the walk to the Archives. Beau gathered up the 
notes that she and Zeenoth had compiled over the past few days, handed Astrid a stack to 
carry too, and headed back out toward the main offices where Kathedoc was working. The 
half-orc looked even more stressed than usual when Beau and Astrid arrived, the beta looking 
up and scowling at her. “Beauregard, if you’re here to pester me for answers, I-“ 


“Stop whining, I’m here to help.” Beau interrupted, dumping her stack of notes and papers on 
an empty section of his desk. “We’ve been doing research half the week, I’m guessing for 
this exact reason. What problem is he wanting you to solve?” 


Beau watched Astrid put her papers down with much more care and organization before 
backing away. She glanced at Beau, who absently waved her over to a corner of the room. 
The few interactions Beau had seen between Zeenoth and Astrid had amounted to silent 
orders, which it seemed she successfully mimicked. Astrid knelt in that same submissive 
pose; on her knees, hands on her thighs, back straight, and head bowed. 


Kathedoc took no notice. He was either purposefully ignoring the omega or too wrapped up 
in his own frustrations. Beau would put money on the latter. 


He went on a long tirade of the many responsibilities he was currently carrying, most of 
which were outside his purview. Kathedoc knew how to manage a teleportation circle, how to 
coordinate with those who wished to use it, and how to leverage the circles in Rexxentrum to 
the advantage of the Empire. Negotiating the set up of a new circle, based in a foreign 
country, fell outside his scope of expertise. 


Kathedoc’s current problem was coming up with a way to make the Empire presence in 
Marquet acceptable to both the ruling parties as a whole and the more local government 
where the circle would reside. Beauregard sorted through the research she’d brought as 
questions came up, discussing and pointing out what she’d found. Kathedoc had the names of 
the leaders that were negotiating with the Empire, which made finding a selling point 
marginally simpler. 


Astrid’s collar came off half an hour into the discussions. Neither Beau nor Kathedoc could 
keep up with the potential ‘what ifs’ that cropped up with each answer to a problem that had 
previously come up in the negotiations. Feeding the information to Zeenoth as they came up 
with it was the best solution, and gave them real time changes to the High Curator’s tactics. 


Beau was well aware of the limits of magic, and the limits of a wizard’s energy in using it, so 
tried to be a sparing as possible when asking Astrid to convey a bit of information or question 
to Zeenoth. Hours later and she seemed to be holding up well enough. 


“Or final problem then, is the Assembly is insisting they need a full year to make the 
teleportation circle, but none of them will properly explain why.” Kathedoc reiterated to 
Beau, pushing the papers away from him with a scowl. “The only answer I’ve been getting is 
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full of arcane this, binding that, or my personal favorite: ‘it just does’. 


Beau couldn’t help but scoff a laugh at the last, though she felt for Kathedoc on that point. So 
many mages loved talking circles around their Cobalt Soul counterparts. It’s most of what 
made them insufferable. They could explain it simply, she’d heard them break down 
complicated spells into learnable portions, they just chose not to unless it suited them. Beau 
wasn’t sure why the Assembly was pushing back on this deal, but apparently that’s what was 
happening if they were refusing to give a straight answer. 


“Alright, I think the High Curator has unintentionally sent along an answer for that one at 
least.” Beau assured him as she looked over at Astrid. The Omega still kneeling unmoving in 
the corner out of the way. “Hey, Astrid. Can you explain the magic process with the circle? 
You know, in a way non-mages can understand.” 


Astrid looked up halfway, expression wary as she spoke. “Casting the spell can be done 
anywhere. To make a permanent circle as an end point, it is required to complete the spell in 
the same location every day for one year.” 


“Yes, but they are not going to accept that as an answer to why.” Kathedoc stated, tone far 
more even and calm while addressing the omega. 


“The... the components used are burned by the spell, but arcane residue remains unseen. 
Over time, that is what stays to create a permanent circle. The same mage need not be the one 
performing the spell, and the circle need not be used during the cast. The location and 
repetition are what is necessary to create a permanent impression to bind the arcane force as a 
landing site.” Astrid explained. 


“Not a constant process then, but a once-a-day performance of magic.” Kathedoc hummed in 
consideration, eyes turning back to the papers spread out in front of him. “Can it be utilized 
each time?” 


Astrid’s gaze flickered over to Beauregard, the monk jerking her head in a short nod of 
permission. Astrid looked back down at the floor as she replied. “Yes.” 


Kathedoc flipped through some pages, muttering lowly to himself as he made a few notes, 
then looked back up to Astrid. “When it is used, does it need to send a person to the same 
place each time? Or could it connect to different circles in other places?” 


Astrid hesitated a moment, brow furrowing just slightly in thought before she answered. “It 
should make no difference, though I cannot be certain.” 


Beau leaned back, watching Astrid with a wary caution. Uncertainty in magic was never a 
good idea to act on, and one glance at Kathedoc showed he was of the same opinion. “What 
are you thinking?” 


Kathedoc sighed, pushing the paper of notes away. “The guild the High Curator wishes to 
base the circle with is unhappy with the length of time they’II need to house one of our 
people. And not just one. The Martinet has selected three of his people, the crown will have 
three of their own ambassadors, and I’m certain the High Curator will wish representation of 
the Soul to be present as well.” 


“And offering a quick and easy way to move goods is a decent incentive.” Beau concluded, 
Kathedoc giving her a nod. “They’ve got connections on other continents. Giving them a free 
way to ship things daily, instantly, for a year should be price enough to put up with a host of 
Dwendalian guests.” 


“But not something we want to promise, or even suggest as a bargaining tactic, unless the 
possibility is certain.” Kathedoc pointed out. He sighed again, making another note on his 
papers. “Ill have to double check with the Assembly again...” 


“Maybe not.” Beau commented. Talking to the Assembly would be at least a day delay or 
more. They could be capricious that way when asked information by the Cobalt Soul. 
Zeenoth was in a meeting now, waiting on their answers, being told he’d need to wait would 
not go over well. Beau, however, knew another mage that would be willing to answer plainly 
and quickly. Bonus, she’d hopefully score some points with Astrid. Beau turned her attention 
to the Omega in question, head cocking slightly as she asked. “Would Caleb know?” 


Astrid stiffened, eyes flicking up to meet Beau’s before she quickly looked away. There was a 
tension to her jaw as she spoke, but Astrid answered all the same. “He might.” 


“Ask him then.” Beau ordered, adding a quick afterthought. “And make sure he knows it’s 
me asking.” 


Blatant confusion crossed Astrid’s face before it was quickly stifled into neutrality. Beau was 
beginning to get the sense that commonplace horrors didn’t shake the woman. However, 
mentions of Caleb or anything outside the normal abuse she dealt with... That seemed to be 
enough to put cracks in her carefully constructed facade of neutrality. Astrid recovered 
quickly, motions somewhat halting and uncertain as she cast the spell. 


“Expositor Beauregard asks: When creating a permanent teleportation circle, does the 
destination... make a difference when performing the spell each day for the duration?” 


She didn’t mention the pause in Astrid’s words, though the wary fearful looks thrown her 
way made Beau certain it would have been an issue address by Zeenoth. As would have been 
the delay, the moments ticking by with Astrid tensing further each breath. Caleb at least 
wouldn’t be panicking, something Beau hoped his eventual calm response might convey to 
Astrid. They couldn’t tell her anything, not yet, but she was clearly clever enough to pick up 
subtle clues. 


That tension, however, was nothing compared to the naked fear in Astrid’s scent when she 
finally spoke. She showed nothing in her tone or expression, but the emotion was easy to read 
to Beauregard all the same. “He is- somewhat certain it does not matter. However, he will 
check his spell books and- message me again.” 


“That’s fine, just give us the cliff notes when he’s done.” Beau replied with a nod, stepping 
back to give her more space while they waited. Beau’s casual acceptance of the delay wasn’t 
of any reassurance if Astrid’s narrowed eyes were any indication. The look put Beau on edge, 
alert for any errant spells possible to come her way even knowing Astrid was far too well 
trained and chained by Zeenoth for her to dare. 


“Caleb?” Kathedoc spoke up, drawing Beau’s attention from Astrid. 
Beau shrugged. “Another mage, Omega. The king gave him to the Nein about a month ago.” 


“Ah, yes. I had heard of that.” Kathedoc admitted, giving her a quick look over. His 
expression was thoughtful, as was the glance he sent Astrid. 


“Yeah. He came with books of spells, was Beta for the longest and might have learned more. 
Figure maybe he might have answers, or access to them.” Beau told him, glancing back at 
Astrid. Whatever response Caleb was giving, or had given, seemed to be working as 
intended. Astrid seemed to have forgotten, or was purposefully ignoring, both monks in the 
room. She had her head half bowed, eyes closed, and her form relaxed for once. 


Beau turned back to Kathedoc, scooting her seat a little closer to his desk so she could lean 
against it. “Do we know how he’s getting our people over there yet?” 


“Sky ship, or across the ocean.” Kathedoc replied absently. “The High Curator recently 
visited the coast and I believe it was to either negotiate passage or evaluate the costs.” 


That explained his presence in Nicodranas, or at least his easy acceptance of having to clean 
up their mess with Luten. She wondered if their recent work for the king was connected, or 
just about gold. Their plans to take down Uk’atoa and Avantika might be leverage Zeenoth 
needed to broker a deal in that regard. Unless he preferred speed, in which case travel across 
the ocean would be second choice. 


“Where is he going to find a sky ship?” Beau asked, throwing another glance at Astrid when 
the mage muttered a near inaudible question back to Caleb. It was on topic, so Beau didn’t 
interrupt. 


“That, 1am unsure.” Kathedoc admitted. “I’ve heard they’re commonplace in Marquet, so 
perhaps chartering one is as simple as doing the same with a sea-faring vessel here.” 


They weren’t something Beau would call common exactly, not according to what she’d read 
at the Archives the past couple days. Beau didn’t correct him, not seeing it as worthwhile. 
Zeenoth knew that information already, it had been part of their research, and that wasn’t the 
problem they were attempting to solve right now anyway. The two of them listed into silence; 
Beau waiting with bored patience and Kathedoc busying himself making notes. It took about 
fifteen minutes before Astrid addressed them again, Beau beginning to wonder if Caleb was 
just reading word for word whatever notes might be in his spell book. 


“It may be used to connect to any active circle. So long as the spell is cast at least once per 
day, in the same location, it will create a permanent circle after one year.” Astrid reported. 


“Caleb needed some stuff to get us to Nicodranas that one time. I’m guessing whoever does 
the spell over there will need the same?” Beau asked for clarification. 


Astrid dipped her head in acknowledgement, for once not tensing at the mention of her 
friend. “Yes, Expositor. The spell requires and consumes chalk and ink, each infused with 
gems, equating roughly fifty gold in value.” 


Beau let out a low whistle at the unexpected cost. That was an impressive amount of money. 
Probably a drop in the bucket for whatever guild was going to play host, but still... that was 
almost twenty thousand gold just in materials alone. More, if they wanted to use the circle 
more than once a day. And if they were sending three mages, likely high ranked and 
powerful, that was a /ot of potential uses for that spell. 


It was also a little amusing to think that three of the Assembly’s top mages would be 
relegated to glorified delivery men/women, but that was beside the point. 


“Perfect! We can probably provide the base amount of supplies needed for the spell, if they 
want to use it more that’s on them.” Beau suggested. 


“That would be the most expedient answer, though I suppose the question becomes whether 
or not the Assembly will agree to this solution.” Kathedoc mused. 


“That’s Zeenoth’s problem. He wanted something to offer to get them to agree and now he 
has one.” Beau snorted, turning to look over at Astrid. “Which is your cue to inform him of 
this, by the way.” 


As before, Astrid sent the message to Zeenoth. This one took multiple castings to get the full 
idea across, and Beauregard didn’t have to wait long for a reply. 


“Well done. Keep the Omega with you. She is to join you in training tomorrow morning. I 
will discuss next steps for them tomorrow afternoon.” Astrid answered, tone impressively 
even for the waves of fear Beau could clearly scent from her. Whether that was from the 
prospect of spending the night with Beauregard or for training with all four monks the next 
day... Beau gave it a 50/50 shot which was more terrifying for Astrid right now. 


The word of praise from Zeenoth was unexpected. He must be facing more push back to his 
planned expansion than he was letting on. However, it seemed her part in this was done for 
today. Temerity, Jeir, and Elrik were probably done training, though she should check up on 
them to be sure. And now she needed to come up with some kind of training plan to 
incorporate Astrid tomorrow. 


Beau heaved a sigh, running a hand down her face before looking over at Kathedoc. “Right, 
well, guess we’re done here.” 


He nodded, looking a little sour as he began stacking his papers along with the accompanying 
notes and research Beau and Astrid had brought. “So it would seem. I will leave these in the 
High Curator’s office for him tomorrow.” 


“I’m sure he’ll want the more detailed version.” Beau agreed, getting up and stretching. She 
glanced over at Astrid, the omega already getting to her feet. It wasn’t that late in the 
afternoon, but she was stuck with her for the rest of the day and evening. Again, no 
complaints. Better this than sending her to Zeenoth. 


Astrid stayed beside Beau as they headed out of the offices and back to the main training 
ground. She was still tense, nervous, bordering on afraid. Probably was, though she didn’t 
show it much. Beau frowned, half glancing at her as they made their way down the streets of 
the Tangles. “Guess I should ask if that whole ‘no Omega’s in a room’ applies here. I don’t 
want the headache if it’s an issue.” 


Beau wondered if Astrid were going to try and spin her answer to suit her best interests. The 
struggle was clear, a wealth of emotions flashing through the Omega’s scent as she 
considered the question. In the end, it settled on defeated, Astrid’s shoulders dropping 
slightly as she looked away. 


“The grounds of the Cobalt Soul are considered private property, in which you may do as you 
please with your possessions. I am yours at the High Curator’s discretion for the time, you 
may have me wherever you wish. The High Curator... has always ordered against marking 
me. Though he gave no instruction this time.” 


Beauregard nodded, ignoring the sick twist in her stomach. That was... shockingly forthright. 
And indicative of exactly what Astrid expected and had been loaned out for before. Which 
left Beau with the question of whether her not acting upon the obvious assumption would 
give Zeenoth cause to turn his attention her way again. And even if she didn’t do anything 
tonight (and who was she kidding, there was no way in hell...), that didn’t change the 


unalterable fact that she was going to have to use Astrid to train the other three tomorrow. 
Temerity specifically, which would not be fun for Astrid. 


Beau’s train of thought came to a crashing halt as the second part of what Astrid had said hit 
her. She only just managed to keep walking evenly. She hadn’t been paying attention earlier 
when she took Astrid’s collar off, but it definitely sounded like she was bonded to someone. 
It wouldn’t be Zeenoth, a beta couldn’t make a bond, but that didn’t give her any clue to who 
it might be. 


“Yeah, I’m not gonna do that.” Beau found herself saying automatically. An unknown alpha 
with a claim on Astrid wasn’t great news. Caleb hadn’t mentioned that, so it was possible he 
didn’t know, but either way it was probably going to complicate things. 


Whether Astrid believed Beau’s reassurances or not, she didn’t know. The woman had a 
decent poker face. Having Astrid in close quarters for the night would also be testing Beau’s. 
Awkward didn’t quite seem like the right word for the situation. Beau’s room was modest, 
comfortable enough for her. She’d never stayed here long enough to fill it with things or 
bother requesting anything better when she’d been granted rank of expositor. 


“Come on, let’s go check on those three, then you can help me research my own shit I 
haven’t had time for thanks to Zeenoth’s project.” Beau grumbled, shifting the subject and 
stepping a little quicker toward where she’d set Temerity, Jeir, and Elrik to their training. 


Chapter End Notes 


Beau: *running around so super busy* 
Rest of the Nein: *kicked back relaxing and wasting time* 


Training and Tests 


Astrid was no stranger to fear. It was part of life for her now, those days of easy comfort and 
confidence long gone and past. Yet, despite that, she had never feared messaging Caleb more 
than she did now. Oh, she wanted to. His voice was one of the few left that cared for her. She 
craved the solace of knowing he was alive, was not being brutally punished for some slight or 
another. More specifically, for the Mighty Nein having one of their number taken from them 
for so long. 


Astrid might never have dared contact him. As much as it ate away at her not knowing, she 
couldn’t face her own fear at contacting him just to hear screams in reply. Rare as such timing 
was, it had happened before. Even on the nights she could have done so, might have gotten 
away with it, Astrid did not message him. It was selfish, she hated herself for it, because what 
if her voice was the same comfort to Caleb that his was to her? 


Beauregard ordering her to consult Caleb on the question of the teleportation circle had come 
as a surprise. Astrid originally feared it as a threat, either to herself or Caleb, for not having 
known the answer. The Expositor giving orders that Caleb know the request came from Beau 
specifically only made Astrid all the more worried for him. 


Rank of Expositor. Zeenoth’s student. An infamous short temper that even Astrid had heard 
of. What else could it be but a threat in telling Caleb who was demanding the information. 
Yet when Caleb had replied with a request that the Expositor wait... he’d not sounded afraid 
and had only been slightly apologetic. 


“Tam not certain, but... I have notes, they- I will message you back. Expositor Beau will care 
more for accuracy than speed in this.” 


Caleb’s reply had been... excited? Relief was clear, enough she presumed him to be alone. 
Not actively being punished at least, for which Astrid was deeply thankful. Hearing he’d 
been arrested... The guards would have been bad enough, she did not want to consider what 
his new owners had done to him for the time and gold he’d cost them. Except he did not 
sound afraid, nor in pain. His assurances of the Expositor even proved correct, the alpha 
turning her attention back to Archavist Kathedoc upon hearing Astrid’s relay of Caleb’s 
words. 


Astrid did not have to wait too long for Caleb’s reply. Presumably he had quick access to his 
spell books, or whomever kept him at current allowed him use quickly. What smoothed the 
tension from her shoulders, made her bite back a smile, was the ill hidden passion in his 
voice as he began reading the spell to her. She remembered learning it with him and Wulf, 
recognized the wording of some of the notes to be those of her beloved Alpha. 


Reciting Zeenoth’s orders to Beauregard had erased all feelings of ease or nostalgia. Yet 
despite being given free reign over an Omega, the Expositor had said quite clearly she would 
not be making use of Astrid. In fact, the only use she had made was that of looking up some 
sea monster in the Archives. It was more Caleb’s line of passion than Astrid’s (not that she 


was going to mention that to the alpha), but it was still a far cry from what Astrid had 
expected Beauregard to do. 


Even once alone back at the Expositors room, Beauregard only ordered her to make herself 
comfortable for the evening and get some rest. 


The alpha was more a mystery now than when Astrid had first met her. For reasons Astrid 
could not fathom, Beauregard had not told Zeenoth about her misbehavior that first day. 
Astrid wasn’t sure if it were meant to curry obedience from her, a sense of indebtedness to 
the alpha, or was some other long game. Astrid only knew it was the first time in a very long 
while she had gotten away with breaking the High Curator’s rules. 


And now she was declining to make use of an Omega given to her. It was a refreshing change 
of pace, and a welcome reprieve. Astrid didn’t trust it, but she wasn’t going to look to hard 
into it either. She’d take what rest she could get, especially as she would find none tomorrow. 
The High Curator’s newest students needed an Omega to practice on, it seemed, and Astrid 
had been given to them for the time. Better her than Caleb, Astrid told herself. Because he 
was in the city, and Beauregard could easily have just retrieved him. 


Reprieve or not, it didn’t make sleeping any easier. Yet sleep she must, because whatever 
pain she might wake to would be nothing compared to what would await her should she be 
unable to obey whatever task was set to her during the training. It took hours, and her sleep 
was riddled with nightmares and fears, small mercies that she didn’t wake the alpha each 
time she jerked back to consciousness. 


Come morning, Astrid didn’t feel rested. She likely didn’t look rested either, going by 
Expositor Beauregard’s critical gaze. It was frustrating just as much as it was terrifying. 
Astrid had tried, had at least gotten enough rest that she would be capable of performing 
some magic. Nothing so much to be a challenge to any of the monks, but... hopefully enough 
to do as ordered. 


And maybe Zeenoth wouldn’t look too close or pry into what had transpired between Astrid 
and Beau. Astrid wasn’t sure how she’d explain it. The best she’d come up with was that 
Beauregard was playing her own game. Astrid had no clue what the end goal might be, and 
she didn’t want to have to say as much to her master. 


Despite the obvious displeasure from the alpha at Astrid having disobeyed, Beauregard said 
nothing as she began to prepare for the day. As most other martial oriented members of the 
Cobalt Soul, the alpha ran through a series of exercises as a quick warm up. In doing so, she 
demonstrated yet another change from Astrid’s norm: ignoring the omega completely. 


Little was said between them, Beauregard asking if Astrid wanted breakfast and she politely 
and silently shaking her head. Astrid had a feeling this would be something best done on an 
empty stomach, so an errant blow would not prove cause for more correction. The morning 
air was crisp in the predawn light, the walkways of the grounds of the Soul mercifully bare. 
Astrid drew no errant looks, stayed at the Expositor’s heels, and did her best to prepare for 
what lay ahead. 


Zeenoth’s office was empty when they arrived, though voices could be heard coming from 
the doorway leading down to the training arena. Laughter and playful shouts; the sound odd 
and dichotomous to the twisted fear curling in Astrid’s stomach. It sounded like a normal 
group of friends. One Astrid knew would be causing her quite a bit of pain very soon. 


There were three of them, students Astrid had seen around before though had not had any 
interaction with up to this point. Astrid stopped at the edge of the sparring ring, Beauregard 
cracking her knuckles and hopping into the slightly sunken edge of the arena. 


“You guys figure out how to understand each other or did you flake out?” 


The four of them spend a while reviewing what Beauregard had been attempting to teach 
them, though Astrid only followed about half of it. She knew arcane, she didn’t quite grasp 
ki. She gathered that while the two beta’s had grasped the lesson appropriately, the green 
Tiefling had struggled with marginal success. 


“We'll come back to that one later. Today we’re gonna work on you controlling your 
instinct.” Beauregard explained, eyes darting toward Temerity once her assessment of their 
prior days training was complete. Astrid held still as the Expositor approached her, 
suppressing a flinch as the alpha reached to unlock the collar from around her throat. “She’ Il 
do a better job appealing to that than I can, so Zeenoth’s letting us practice with her today.” 


“So, basically we are watching Temerity play with an omega. Fun.” One of the beta’s waiting 
by the wall quipped dryly. 


“Yeah.” Beauregard replied, not looking at man as she pocketed the collar. “So, if you want 
to go practice out in the main yard, be my guest.” 


The taller of the two just crossed his arms, leaning more comfortably against the wall of the 
training arena. The shorter who had spoken the complaint grunted, pushing off and waving to 
the rest of them. "I'll do that, you all have fun." 


“Jeir, you good?” Beauregard asked, looking to the one in question. 


Jeir nodded, gaze flickering unreadably over Astrid. She wasn’t sure how to take it, trusted 
that man even less than the two Alphas. They broadcast their emotions more readable 
through scent, however controlled that emotion may be; Jeir was every bit as unreadable as 
Zeenoth. 


“Right. Astrid, all you need to do is fight enough to be a challenge.” The Expositor began to 
explain, Astrid focusing on her as instructions were issued. “Then surrender halfway through. 
But... like, don’t think about it. Just react.” 


Astrid dipped her head in submission, agreeing even though her heart was now racing in her 
chest. She was supposed to fight? And then surrender, but not think, just react. Those things 
seemed mutually exclusive, an impossible task that she was sure to fail at. And there was no 
possible way this would be kept from Zeenoth. Orders or not, she would be disciplined for 
attacking a member of the Cobalt Soul. 


"You don't need to actually hurt her after, just so long as you can ignore the instinct to stop 
and follow up pressing the advantage instead." Beau instructed, turning and heading to the 
edge of the ring. 


Confusion flashed through Astrid, though she wasn't about to question the Expositor. If it 
meant a little less pain and fewer bruises, she was all the more in favor. This would hurt 
enough already. She understood the assignment; taunt the Alpha into a rage. She didn't quite 
understand the latter; appealing to instinct in order to have the Alpha stand down. 


Astrid lifted her head, taking up a position opposite the green Tiefling in the arena as she 
drew an air of confidence around herself that she did not feel. Already her heart was 
hammering, the instinct to defer and submit pulsing in her veins. It was only fear of Expositor 
Beauregard that kept Astrid on her feet. Orders superseded instinct and Astrid had no desire 
to fail, be punished, and then immediately be made to try again. This entire exercise went 
contrary to Zeenoth’s training, and to her own ingrained instinct as well. Denying both was 
difficult. 


"Have you ever done hand to hand combat?" The Alpha spoke, voice a silky alto, oddly 
gentle for the current setting. 


Astrid knew the appropriate response was a meek deferral, a title given, and submission 
offered with a bared throat. It was what she had been taught. Above that, it was instinct. She 
feared this Alpha, and why not when the task given was to goad her into violence, and the 
immediate response to that fear was to submit and hope for mercy. Except she was forbidden 
from doing that at current. 


"I am a mage." Astrid replied instead, keeping her voice from shaking by virtue of long years 
of practice. "I hardly need practice something so crass." 


Disrespect was a good start to angering Temerity. Magic was a second, even if beginning to 
draw upon it caused her hand to shake and sweat to appear on her forehead. Still, it was nice 
to be able to use magic freely again, to craft a spell other than sending. Ice formed around 
Astrid's hand, a mist of frost rising before it glowed a white light and shot toward the Alpha. 


Unwise as it might be, Astrid couldn't help but split her attention between the Expositor and 
her current opponent. She needed to please Beauregard, if for no other reason than but to 
assure that Caleb would not find himself in her place. Temerity rolled to the side easily, a grin 
on her face as she continued the movement to try and slip behind. Astrid turned to follow her 
movements, backing away from Temerity as the Alpha closed the distance with slow 
measured steps. Astrid spoke a short incantation, Temerity’s gold cat slit eyes going a solid 
black. 


Temerity skidded to a stop in an instance, growling and holding her hands up in a defensive 
stance. 


“Spellcaster, Temerity. Know your opponent. You know better than to let one have a minute 
to breath.” Beauregard called out a rebuke, arms crossing as she watched the two of them in 
the ring. 


Astrid sidestepped, trying to think of any other useful bit of magic she could wield to fulfill 
her orders without harming Temerity. She’d rather avoid the discipline for this potentially 
spilling over to Caleb, or Eodwulf. That Astrid would be punished was no question, 
something she was steadfastly ignoring to be able to continue being obedient. Temerity kept 
her defensive stance, head tilting slightly as she followed the sound of Astrid’s footsteps. She 
made it three steps before the monk lunged, hands stretching out to grab rather than hit. 


Astrid managed to duck under the outstretched claws, swallowing the instant fear and 
growling a low tone meant to be a challenge as she pulled ice into her hand again. Still blind, 
Temerity didn’t have the same opportunity to dodge, the cold beam of light striking her 
stomach. The alpha snarled in pained response, lashing out as Astrid put distance between 
them. An arcane shield was second nature for Astrid, the reflex not forgotten for all the years 
it had been since she’d last used it. 


Temerity shook her head, vision clarifying into a furious gold again as she refocused on 
Astrid. The mage backed up, a quick tremble growing in her hand, muscles tensing as she 
was torn between the instinct to drop and submit or turn and run. Temerity gave her no 
chance, the loose dust underfoot swirling as she blurred forward, tackling the Omega. 


Astrid tumbled back, finding herself pinned with an enraged growling Alpha overtop her. She 
couldn't have stopped herself if she tried, body going limp as she bared her neck and whined 
a fearful submission. High and thin, the note begged for mercy, forgiveness. Temerity's grip 
immediately loosened, the alpha beginning to pull back but stopping at Beauregard's 
command. 


"Stop, that, there." Beau pointed out, walking toward them. 


Astrid's heart skipped again watching the Expositor draw near, a lower noise of fear slipping 
out before she could choke it back. Temerity's answering growl didn't help, the Tiefling 
shifting over her more fully. 


Beauregard didn't respond other than to come to a stop, arms crossing as she nodded 
pointedly at Astrid, eyes not wavering from Temerity. "You're gonna want to control that 
reaction too." 


Temerity's eyes narrowed, tail lashing as she sat back but did not release the Omega under 
her. Astrid had a brief thought of gratitude that the Alpha was at least bearing her own weight 
rather than pressing down physically. It wasn't as if the Tiefling needed more than the claws 
at her throat to make it clear Astrid should not move. 


"You would have me ignore her distress?" Temerity asked after a moment, voice tense. 
Beauregard shrugged. "Basically, yes." 


Temerity growled, holding her position for another breath. Slowly, she stood up from Astrid 
before stepping back and away. For a moment, Astrid had the unpleasant experience of being 
the focus of both Alpha's attentions as the Expositor gave a short order. "Up, come on. Try 
again." 


Astrid shook a little as she obeyed, fighting the natural instinct to stay down and submissive. 
On her feet again, she struggled to meet Temerity's gaze, readying herself for a second round. 
At least it would likely be easier to anger the Alpha, goad her into attacking. The surrender 
would likely be less effective, more painful. Astrid was terrified to think how long, how 
many times, she would be required to do this. 


Twice more, it turned out, before Beauregard again called a halt to reiterate Temerity’s 
failing. 


"She’s not even doing it right and you still stop. You’d be a sitting duck if this were a real 
mission." Beauregard instructed, circling the two of them. "Once you have her down, you 
don't want to let off. The point is to press the advantage. Otherwise, she could manipulate you 
into turning on your ally. You're not a beast, so don't act like it. Control your instinct." 


“Well said, Beauregard.” Zeenoth spoke, descending the stairs into the training ground. “I am 
pleased to hear to you remember your own training so well.” 


Astrid hesitated, for once unsure whose orders took precedence. Zeenoth’s established rules, 
or Beauregard’s demand she engage in battle with Temerity. Temerity paused as well, 
thankfully, and the unspoken question was answered as Beau waved a hand at both of them 
before trotting over to the High Curator. Most of Astrid’s attention went back to the task at 
hand, though she kept eye and ear for any orders coming from her master. 


Astrid threw a beam of frost at Temerity again, the monk stepping out of the way of the blast 
easily. Astrid was more wary of causing harm with Zeenoth watching and did not want to put 
too much energy into another blinding spell either. He and Beauregard may be in 
conversation, but Astrid knew from experience that did not mean her actions went unnoticed. 
She’d been given orders to continue, so continue to fight she would. 


She was not sure what was being discussed between the two, only hoped it had nothing to do 
with her or her behavior. No looks were thrown her way, at least, so Astrid dared believe a 
suitable punishment for herself was not being discussed or arranged. The few words she did 
catch from their discussion were something about ‘trial run’, ‘three days’, and ‘observe and 
evaluate’. The rest was snippets of names and places, of which the only that drew her 
attention was Blumenthal. That sparked nervous fear for Caleb, though there was nothing she 
could do to protect him. A few minutes later both Zeenoth and Beauregard were back 
observing the combat, Beau detouring to send Jeir off to find Elrik. 


Zeenoth watched in silence for another few rounds of them ‘fighting’, while Beauregard 
called out instruction and criticism as the two progressed. Astrid continued to keep her spell 
work to simple cantrips; it seemed to work in irritating the alpha and served to conserve her 
own energy. Expositor Beauregard showed no signs of calling this to a halt any time soon. 


Twice Beauregard called Astrid out for submitting "insincerity". Both times Temerity had 
ignored the offer, pressing forward to pin Astrid down. Despite that, the Expositor told them 
to get up and do it again but do it right. Beauregard was not wrong about Astrid, but it was... 
frustrating. ALL submission Astrid gave was insincere. She did not want to surrender to any 
of them, only did so out of obedience. 


Beau obviously expected her to react the same as Caleb, but she did not have the same set of 
experiences. Caleb had been given to one Alpha after another, had needed to be more in 
touch with that submissive instinct to survive. Astrid had seen the effect of that enough to 
know what it looked like, the near feral fear and submission Caleb often displayed. Yet she 
dealt mostly with Zeenoth. While that instinct was there, and manipulated upon by Zeenoth 
often enough, she did not have as much practice with displaying the depth of which 
Beauregard was demanding. 


Each time, Astrid and Temerity reset and began again. Each time Astrid threw small cantrips 
the Tiefling’s way, growled a challenge, did her best to goad the alpha, and (after a guess at 
an appropriate amount of time) did her best to submit accordingly. 


Zeenoth stepped in to lecture Temerity after her latest victory, the High Curator reiterating 
what Beauregard had been saying all along. Blindly following instinct made her a liability 
and easy to control. 


“You have talent, it is why I selected you for this specialized training. However, talent alone 
is not enough to succeed.” Zeenoth explained, tone even and calculating as he drew closer. 
“Many let their base instincts rule them, following it blindly for pleasure or personal gain. Or 
simply due to a lack of self-control. To understand and use that, you must first master 
yourself.” 


The truth in his words was ironic. So many did lose themselves to their instinct simply 
because they could. Because they enjoyed dominating those with less power than them. 
Beasts indeed, with no end of excuses. They couldn't help themselves, she had made them do 
it, it was her fault for smelling that way, for leading them on. And all Astrid had done was 
simply exist in their vicinity. Worse for Caleb after he’d been collared, given to men 
specifically to feed that hunger. Even when she was relatively free, having belonged to Trent, 
such dangers had been commonplace. Ikithon’s lust, at least, had been for power alone; the 
man content to leave Astrid to Wulf so long as they continued to bring him success. 


Astrid barely stepped back to avoid a slow swipe from Temerity, her attention having lapsed 
enough she’d missed the restart of the training. 


"Am I boring you, kitten? You're not supposed to let your attention wander." The Alpha 
taunted. 


Astrid had no response to that, her limbs freezing in place at the veiled threat. She wasn't 
supposed to be inattentive, wasn't supposed to fight back, wasn't supposed to use magic. 
Astrid wasn't allowed to do any of her current actions. And she knew, with a terrifying clarity, 
that Zeenoth was going to remind her of that once this training session was over. It didn't 
matter that he had ordered her here, that Beauregard had ordered these actions. It was a trap 
she couldn't avoid, another lesson she'd walked into with no way to do otherwise. 


Astrid took an involuntary step back as she whined an instinctive surrender, this one more 
real and visceral than the last few. Temerity mirrored the movement with a tilted head, hands 
spreading as she backed up. Beauregard heaved a long sigh, stepping forward and grabbing 
Astrid to push the omega down to her knees. That had been the response she’d been trying to 
elicit from Astrid this entire time, a pity it took Zeenoth showing up to get the real version. 


“That is exactly the thing you’re supposed to not do.” Beau explained, tone flat and far too 
much a mirror of Zeenoth’s. “You let instinct control you again. Control yourself, control the 
situation.” 


Temerity’s eyes narrowed, tail lashing behind her as she looked to where Astrid knelt. Beau 
didn’t need to look down. She’d seen the distant fear, the look of blank terror, on Caleb’s face 
often enough. She didn’t like being this way, but she couldn’t do anything else right now. Not 
with Zeenoth watching. Temerity just made it worse, because she was unintentionally 
proving Zeenoth’s point. 


Beau was aware of Zeenoth’s slight shift of movement, the slow turn of his head, and she 
acted as she remembered he’d done in this type of training. There hadn’t been an omega back 
then, just some young kid barely old enough to start training. It had been a different set of 
circumstances, but the point had been the same. 


“Back up. Do it again.” Beau told Temerity, dragging Astrid to her feet and pulling her a few 
steps away. She paused as Zeenoth drew closer, tightening her grip on Astrid’s arm when the 
omega shifted as if to kneel. 


“T believe a more direct point needs to be made. Talent she has, but Temerity is not grasping 
the danger of letting her instinct drive her actions. Join the exercise, Beauregard.” Zeenoth 
said smoothly, voice low enough only they could hear. He shifted his gaze to Astrid, tone 
going soft and cold. “Stop holding back. You were given orders. Obey them.” 


Terror didn’t seem strong enough a word for Beau to describe the emotion rolling off Astrid. 
The omega had gone a sickly shade of pale as she trembled. Astrid bared her throat, looking 
away as she answered in a shaking voice. “Y-yes, H-high Curator.” 


Beauregard released Astrid, side stepping to keep the mage in view as she circled around to 
join Astrid in the center of the practice ring. Temerity gave her a suspicious look, though 
refocused on Astrid when the omega joined them. Beau fell into a defensive stance as 
Zeenoth circled around to watch, the elven beta folding his arms as he spoke a single word. 
“Begin.” 


Beauregard darted toward Temerity first, knowing the green Tiefling wouldn’t be expecting 
the move. Likely, this change in objective was throwing her off guard. She swept around 
behind Temerity, striking first at her shoulders to knock her off balance. Beau continued 
moving, keeping behind Temerity as she tried to spin and face Beau. Another strike drove the 
breath from the Tiefling and Beau dropped lower to try and sweep her legs from under her. 


Temerity jumped over Beau’s leg sweep, though was interrupted from retaliating by an arch 
of electricity through them both. Beau’s muscles screamed with white hot pain, back arching 
as her jaw clenched and seized, locking in and muffling her scream of pain. Temerity fared no 
better, white lines of burnt skin spidering up her neck and shoulder. 


Astrid wasn’t playing around. 


Temerity lashed out, kicking toward Beauregard as she leapt away. Beau rolled to avoid the 
blow, swinging and missing as the Tiefling darted away toward the mage. Fury fueled her 


attack, Temerity using her momentum to crack a solid punch across Astrid’s face. She 
followed up by cutting around the mage, striking out again only to miss as Astrid dropped 
low and mirrored her steps. 


Letting out a low growl, Temerity struck out again. She swung with her right fist, her left 
hand laying across her burnt shoulder as a cool wind soothed away the injury. Astrid used the 
split attention to dodge the strike, throwing up a magical shield as Beau came up behind her 
and attempted to land a hit. 


Beau focused her attention on Astrid now that the element of surprise had been spent on 
Temerity. There was an order to targets in any fight, and magic users always came first. 
Astrid’s stunt with the lightning had reminded both monks of that. She ducked around, 
unhappily between Temerity and Astrid for a moment, and unleashed a flurry of punches. 


The first had Astrid stumbling, the second sliding off the arcane force around the mage. The 
other three all found their mark; driving Astrid’s breath from her lungs, splitting her lip, and 
the final causing her to drop to one knee. Knowing better than to keep her back to an 
opponent, even one with the same target as herself, Beau ducked around and back, rolling 
and taking a retaliatory strike from Temerity as she moved. 


The position forced Astrid to choose targets, lighting gathering in her hands once again. Beau 
kept herself loose and agile as Astrid’s focus turned her way, already prepared when the spell 
was released. She rolled under it, sliding across the sand as the electricity snapped and 
crackled overhead. The mage was beginning to panic, eyes wide as they darted between Beau 
and Temerity, her breath speeding. 


“You want to keep your opponents off balance. The enemy of your enemy is useful.” Zeenoth 
instructed, pacing a slow circle at the edge of the arena as he observed. 


Temerity was back on her feet in an instant, moving toward the closer target that was Astrid. 
She struck the mage once, the second blow sliding off an arcane field. Rather than press her 
attack, Temerity took a half step back to center her vision on both Beau and Astrid, then lifted 
her hands in a defensive stance. 


“Good, Temerity.” Zeenoth praised. “Think. Do not react. Plan your moves. Use your 
surroundings to your advantage.” 


Beau stalked closer in careful movements; attention split between them. 


“Push them to an alliance, Beauregard.” Zeenoth spoke in elvish. “Play your part as well, 
Omega.” 


Astrid tensed, shifting just slightly to face Beauregard more fully. Temerity had not mastered 
the prior day’s lesson and clearly had no idea what had been said. She looked between all 
three of them with wary confusion, taking the opportunity of Astrid’s movement to step 
further back unimpeded. 


Beau drew in a slow breath as she gathered her ki around her, moving with unnatural speed 
until she was toe to toe with Astrid. She ignored the flash of fear, the quick drop of every 


guard and defense, and cared nothing for the breathed plea of submission when the omega 
looked away with tilted chin. 


Beau’s first strike drove the breath from Astrid once more, the second cracking a rib and 
causing her to choke on a cry of pain. Beauregard had to drag Astrid back upright to hit her 
again, the force of it shoving the woman to her knees. The final spread Astrid across the 
ground, Beauregard’s attention shifting to Temerity as she backed away from Astrid as the 
Tiefling got to her feet. 


Astrid cringed into the sand, blood dripping from the omega’s mouth. She whined, high and 
afraid, tilting her head in appeasement as she shifted to look up at Temerity approaching. 
“Please, Alpha, help me.” 


Beau had to admit, it was a stunning display. She showed the side of her throat that had no 
bond mark, whined a desperate thready plea, and submitted with perfect precision. 
Beauregard could see the appealing draw in every line of the omega on her knees in front of 
Temerity. That was the point of this; to pull at instinct. It did not touch Beauregard, but 
Temerity responded. 


Without second thought or consideration, Temerity stepped past Astrid to block Beau’s path. 
She let out a challenging growl, tail curving in a quick arch as she stalked forward. Beau 
didn’t rise to the bait, didn’t react even to lift a hand to defend herself. There was no need. 


Shaky and still terrified, Astrid rose to her feet behind Temerity. White light gathered in 
Astrid’s hand spinning in place above her palm; a spell Beau recognized. Seconds later, four 
streaks of light spun out of the ball of energy. They lifted up in a quick flash of light, spinning 
around before diving back down and striking Temerity in the back in one hard blow. 


Temerity cried out as she stumbled forward under the impact, Beauregard moving to meet her 
and finishing the fight. She grabbed Temerity, throwing her face down and pinning her to the 
floor. Beau held her there as Zeenoth came forward, attention darting to Astrid just long 
enough to see the omega drop to her knees and submit as Zeenoth passed her. 


“Where did you go wrong, Temerity?” Zeenoth asked, waving his hand in a slight gesture to 
Beauregard. 


Beau let off Temerity, straightening and shifting to stand to the right of Zeenoth. Temerity 
groaned as she pushed herself up, rolling her shoulders and dusting sand from her front. She 
tossed an annoyed look at Astrid, shifting to sit on the ground more comfortably. “Trusting 
her, for starters.” 


“If you cannot scrutinize your own actions, learn from your mistakes, you are not the bright 
light of talent I had thought.” Zeenoth chastised in a sharp tone as he looked down at 
Temerity. “Beauregard.” 


“Turned my back on an enemy mage, rookie mistake. Thought it was worth it for the element 
of surprise, but I underestimated the abilities of the second opponent.” Beau reported evenly. 
It was the only misstep she considered to have been a mistake in the match. 


Zeenoth dipped his head in agreement, eyes not leaving Temerity. “Analyze your actions. 
Know what you have done and why.” 


Temerity took a slow breath, pausing before speaking this time. “I didn’t consider Beauregard 
would be an enemy, my focus was only on the mage. Then I forgot about her when 
Beauregard attacked. I didn’t consider the unknown instruction between you when choosing a 
side.” 


“You did not consider anything. You did not choose anything. You followed instinct. You 
responded to an appeal to instinct and followed it without question.” Zeenoth corrected. 
“This is why you must learn to overcome such base and mindless actions. They are 
counterproductive at best, dangerous at worst.” 


Temerity looked away, frowning but not denying Zeenoth’s point. Zeenoth let the matter drop 
as well, looking toward Beauregard. “If you would recollar my omega, we will call an end to 
this today. You have a mission to prepare for. Find the other two, brief them and Temerity. 
You leave first thing in the morning.” 


Beau nodded, heading toward Astrid as Temerity got to her feet. Astrid wasn’t doing 
anywhere near as well as Beau or Temerity. She was bloodied, definitely had more than a few 
bruises, and had a far too familiar glassy look in her eyes. She lifted her chin slightly as Beau 
approached, submission that gave the Expositor easy access to clip the collar back around her 
neck. 


Beau was as gentle as possible securing it back around her throat, thumb brushing Astrid’s 
jaw in unspoken apology. She couldn’t say anything, not with Zeenoth there. She couldn’t 
even offer any more comfort than that light touch. Astrid ducked her head again as Beau 
stood, the omega remaining still on her knees when Beau walked away. 


“Come on Temerity. Let’s go find the others and I'll explain what the job is.” 


Distractions 
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There wasn't much Fjord liked about Rexxentrum. It was crowded, expensive, dangerous 
even for them, and corrupt. The pack’s least favorite people lived here, and there was very 
little upside to being in the area. Fjord liked it here even less now that they had to follow the 
tules of the city to keep Caleb safe. 


There was one up-side to their current visit, however, in the sight of Caleb leaning half asleep 
on Molly. The Tiefling was chatting idly with Jester, free hand petting through Caleb's hair 
absently. The mage hadn’t tucked himself away under the table at all this morning, and as a 
result most all of them were in good cheer. Caleb was still clearly exhausted after a restless 
night, but the fact he was comfortable enough to remedy that against Molly was 
heartwarming. 


Seeing the sort of casual affection they shared most often at home made Fjord was grateful 
they'd found somewhere in this retched city that they could have a small piece of that 
comfort. Caleb deserved it. The Omega hadn't gotten to experience it much, still too new to 
them while they'd been at their keep. As a result, Fjord was really enjoying the sight of both 
Molly and Caleb so content right now. 


Of course, Fjord would trade it in a heartbeat if only Caleb didn’t have to be so tired and 
afraid. Leaving him in the cage each night was getting more difficult by the day, but at least 
they had a sort of routine. Fjord would go get him each morning, they'd come to this tavern, 
then Caleb would sit with them for a while before vanishing under the table once it got busy 
(though he’d forgone that today). Initially, it had bothered Fjord. It still did to an extent, but 
less after Veth had checked and whispered to them all that the mage was sleeping. If Caleb 
felt safe enough to sleep, then Fjord wasn't going to complain. 


Besides, after a two or three hours (at most) Caleb would reappear by squeezing himself 
between Fjord and Molly. He'd eat food, talk, and despite smelling of constant nervous 
anxiety, Caleb otherwise acted normally. It was a routine quickly established over the past 
five days, and Fjord was both relieved and annoyed when it was interrupted. 


"Fjord." Veth's low hissed voice called Fjord's attention, the warlock tearing his eyes away 
from Molly and Caleb to glance at the halfling. 


Fjord followed her narrow-eyed glare to the entrance of the tavern, finding a group of three in 
crownsguard armor. 


As far as Fjord knew, they hadn't done anything illegal. Jester and Veth were on their best 
behavior, neither wanting a repeat of their first day. The pack had followed all the rules of the 
city and, for once, kept their heads down successfully. Jester hadn't heard anything from Beau 
about Zeenoth being upset with them (and she'd have warned them if he was), so Fjord hoped 
this was the thing they'd been waiting days to receive: a summons to the palace. 


Fjord put on his best political smile as the leader of the small troupe made eye contact with 
him. Rather than let the guards disrupt the others, and likely scare Caleb, Fjord slid out from 
the table and headed over. He ignored the break in Jester and Molly's conversation, leaving it 
up to Veth to explain. The tavern wasn’t overly crowded, though there were a few patrons for 
Fjord to weave his way around as he headed toward the guards. 


"You are Fjord Stone, leader of the Mighty Nein?" One of the guards asked as Fjord reached 
them. 


Fjord dipped his head in a short nod, glancing over them. None seemed on guard, mostly just 
bored. There was no aggression at least, no edge to their tone or stance, and none of them had 
hands on weapons. The youngest of them seemed eager, though was attempting to hide it. 


"I am." Fjord replied, keeping his answer simple until he knew the reason for their presence. 


“You are to appear before his Majesty an hour past noon in three days.” The leader told him, 
pulling a sealed scroll from his belt and handing it over. “Details from the court scribe are in 
there.” 

Fjord accepted the missive, eyebrow raising in surprise. It didn’t take three guards to deliver 
what was essentially a glorified letter. 


“Ts it true you killed a manticore with your bare hands? And took on an entire tribe of gnolls 
alone?” 


“Ignore Keinan.” The ringleader said, shooting the younger man a look. “He’s new and has 
not yet learned what they say about meeting your heroes.” 


“Oh, come one Jeth, just because you got to go out to their keep last month-“ Keinan shot 
back, frowning at Jeth. 


That got Fjord’s attention. He’d had little to nothing to do with the guards that had escorted 
the king’s messangers, had given them little thought once they’d left the keep. His attention 
had been focused solely on Caleb, and on planning the assignment to Nicodranas. He didn’t 
recognize this man, but so many of the guards had stayed outside the grounds of their home. 


It would, of course, be in everybody’s best interest not to let Molly know. For all that it was 
never mentioned anymore, Fjord knew the Tiefling would still hold a grudge. Not that he 
blamed the man. Fjord thought very little of anyone who would silently watch the type of 
treatment Caleb went through. 


“T’d hardly consider us heroes.” Fjord replied, still keeping up the pretense of politeness. 
“Allow me to buy you a drink. As thanks for coming all the way here to deliver the message. 
I’m sure that falls outside your job description.” 


“It does.” The still unnamed guard snorted, he and the other two moving toward the bar in 
unspoken acceptance of Fjord’s offer. “But the pipsqueak here is a fan of your pack’s.” 


“Hey ! 99 


“This is Keinan, as I’m sure you gathered, that’s Jeth. My name’s Qinan.” Qinan introduced 
himself and the other two, waving down Kevmorn for drinks. “Watching Keinan fangirl over 
you and yours sounded like far better entertainment for the afternoon. Wasn’t hard to 
convince the runner to hand the scroll over if it saved him a trip down here.” 


It was odd to hear the Mighty Nein being painted in such a positive light, even in such a 
vague way. Fjord was used to people knowing of them, respecting and even sometime fearing 
their close ties to the throne of the Dwendalian Empire, but having someone /ike them was 
different. 


“A pleasure to meet you.” Fjord acknowledged, dipping his head at each as they were 
introduced. “You were with the ones that delivered our Omega? I didn’t see you at the keep.” 


“T was with the ones that kept outside the grounds. Most of us figured you’d have a big 
enough headache dealing with the dignitaries.” Jeth shrugged dismissively. “It’s not often you 
come across sell-swords who give a damn about anything but gold, and there are some of us 
guards that actually appreciate that.” 


Meaning their loyalty to the Empire, no doubt. 


Hoping to glean some sort of information, or at least a sense of the way of things from their 
side of the Empirical hierarchy, Fjord bought them a round of drinks and stayed to swap 
stories. It went well for about twenty minutes, until Qinan turned around in his seat to lean 
against the bar, head tilting in Fjord’s direction. “Think you’ve got some trouble in paradise 
over there. You might wanna handle it before the owner bothers us to step in.” 


Fjord followed his line of sight, vision landing on his own pack just in time for the low 
brewing conflict to start gaining other patron’s attentions. While he had no idea what it was 
about, he did see the moment it turned into a fight, or what would have been a fight prior to 
Caleb. 


Yasha moved slightly, shifting to a more defensive stance closer to Jester. Molly's eyes 
tracked the movement, a wildness to his ready tension. It sparked a chain reaction; Yasha half 
stood to move in front of Jester, Molly mirrored the motion with a growl just audible from 
across the room. And then Caleb moved between them, grabbing Molly to keep him from 
rising completely. In the next second, Caleb was pinned front down on the table, one wrist 
held behind him in Molly's grip while the Tiefling’s other hand held Caleb down by the 
shoulder. 


Fjord only had a moment of tense panic before the entire corner table was simultaneously 
pulling back in blatant shocked surprise. Molly even went so far as to step away from Caleb. 


It wasn't an actual real fight, thank gods, but Qinan was right that Fjord needed to go deal 
with it. Or at least back Caduceus up as a cool head. Fjord didn't think these three guards the 
type to try and take Caleb, but he wasn’t going to risk it. Thankfully, he didn’t feel any terror 
from Caleb through the bond, only a shock of surprise that mirrored the expression of the 
others. Likely that was behind the sudden missing tension, surprise rather than fear and anger. 
It had been a tense past week, so truly something like this should have been expected, yet it 
was still an appreciated change from the argument it could have (and likely would have) been 
before. 


Fjord left the troupe of guards at the bar, sparing a moment thought of thanks that they 
weren't trying to follow. Jester had a hand on Yasha’s arm when Fjord reached them, the blue 
Tiefling tugging the larger woman to sit back down. Caleb was only just pushing himself to 
stand upright, freezing mid motion as if he was unsure where he was supposed to go next. 
Caduceus had a hand on Veth’s shoulder, the Firbolg glancing between Molly and Caleb. 


Caleb’s attention fell on Fjord first as he arrived, the mage flinching and moving as if to 
kneel before stopping himself. 


"You alright?" Fjord asked, addressing Caleb first. 


"I... am not hurt." The Omega answered slowly, unfreezing in slow increments. He sounded 
surprised, something that still showed in his expression, but not afraid. 


Fjord relaxed at the assurance, turning to the others with his next question. "What just 
happened?" 


"I was just trying to tell Caleb that his collar was hurting Molly a little, and maybe he would 
want to move just a tiny bit or something." Jester explained. 


Fjord held back a groan, knowing exactly what had followed without needing to be told. 
Molly would have cut her off, telling her to leave it alone, then Jester would have tried to 
point out the issue again. If she'd gotten far enough for Caleb to understand it was about 
something he was doing, it had probably scared him, which would have triggered that feral 
instinct again. Molly had already been having a difficult time, this morning especially for 
some reason, and Fjord wasn't surprised something like that had pushed him past his tenuous 
control. 


Molly would have snapped, Yasha had become defensive over her mate, and Caleb had tried 
to defuse the situation by distracting Molly. Either that, or he'd been trying to protect Jester 
too, which was completely possible. Molly’s new feral instinct must have taken it as a 
challenge and had forced the Omega into submission. 


“T didn’t mind, he was fine.” Molly argued lowly, frustration and guilt present in equal 
measure. He softened a little as he turned to Caleb. “You were fine.” 


The assurance didn’t do much good, anxiety rising in Caleb scent and expression. “I am... 
sorry, I did not mean to hur-“ 


“You didn’t.” Molly interrupted quickly. “I was fine. Am fine.” 
“Molly...” Fjord cautioned. 


“I’m not trying to argue, Fjord, I just-“ Molly stopped with an odd wince, pausing for a brief 
second before turning to Caleb. “You’re not in trouble, Caleb, I’m not mad.” 


Caleb paused to glance at Fjord warily, at the moment more worried about the warlock 
retaliating than Molly. He’d been snappish the last time Molly was hurt, and that injury 
hadn’t been Caleb’s fault. This would be, and Caleb couldn't argue a punishment wasn't 
deserved if he truly had hurt Molly. Fjord’s calm expression was enough to allay that fear, 
enough at least that Caleb could turn his attention back to Molly. “Danke, but... I-I would not 
want to- to cause you pain.” 


“You didn’t, I’m fine.” Molly reassured. 


“May I...” Caleb began to reach out to Molly, hesitating as the Alpha sighed. But Molly 
nodded his head a second later, sitting back down on the bench and helpfully lifting his chin 
so Caleb could inspect him for possibly injuries. 


“It was barely uncomfortable.” Molly told him, the admission that Caleb had hurt him not at 
all reassuring for the mage. 


Still, Molly was allowing Caleb to sit beside him again and even touch his neck and shoulder, 
so Caleb held out hope that Molly truly was not angry. The color of Molly’s skin made it 
impossible to tell whether the press of Caleb's collar had only been uncomfortable or 
something more. Where Caleb’s flesh might have been reddened by harsh metal pressing too 
hard, Caleb could see nothing at all on Molly. Nothing except for a half-healed cut across the 
front of his collar bone, but that was well in line for the bloodhunter’s use of magic. 


“I’m sorry.” Caleb still offered a soft apology, being far more careful as he curled into the 
Alpha’s side once more. 


“Tt’s fine.” Molly repeated, a forgiveness so easily offered that Caleb couldn’t help but look 
to Fjord in hopes he might find the same from him. 


“What did they want?” Veth interrupted, distracting the warlock. Her eyes still sharply 
focused on the three at the bar, something Caleb appreciated. He hadn’t forgotten about them 
as a threat. 


When Caleb dared follow her gaze, all three still had their attention loosely focused on the 
Nein. It was worrying, but Caleb was steadfastly telling himself that so long as they stayed at 
the bar, things would be fine. If they had any intention of removing him from the pack, likely 
they would have done so by now. 


“To give me the time and day of our audience with his majesty.” Fjord answered easily, 
drawing a sealed roll of parchment from his coat pocket. 


“And that warranted a drink and deep conversation?” Molly grumbled a low complaint, little 
heat in his words. Caleb purred a low note for him anyway, trying to help as best he could. 
The argument from earlier had been his fault, the least he could do was help now. 


“To learn about what’s going on at the palace, yes.” Fjord answered as he slid onto the bench 
next to Caleb again. The Alpha’s touch was reassuringly gently, as was the soft smile when 
he looked at Caleb. “Other than that, standard message delivery as they’ve done many other 
times we’ve had to report to the king.” 


“They- did not...” Caleb breathed out softly, shrinking against Molly as the prior fear 
resurfaced. Waking to see Fjord talking to guards had been terrifying, enough so that being 
pinned to the table (however brief a moment) by Molly had been more shocking than 
frightening. 


“They didn’t say anything about you.” Fjord promised quickly, purring a soft counterpoint to 
the defensive growl growing in Molly’s chest. 


Molly’s low growl rose in pitch as he held onto Caleb. “No one’s taking you away again.” 
“When are we to speak to the king?” Caduceus asked, redirecting the topic of conversation. 


“We are to appear before Dwendal in three days’ time. Apparently, he’s been busy working 
with the Assembly and Soul, as well as some dignitaries from overseas. Some project or 
another I’d guess.” Fjord replied. 


“Beauregard did say Zeenoth was making plans we needed to discuss. If both the Assembly 
and the Cobalt Soul are involved, that might be what she was speaking of.” Caduceus mused. 


“She hasn’t said anything about anything like that when I message her.” Jester told them, 
pouting a little as she crossed her arms. “‘Not that she really gets to say anything at all. 


“She would find a way, if it were something we needed to know right away.” Yasha stated 
confidently. 


It was a confidence Caleb didn’t share. He knew exactly how controlling Zeenoth could be. 
The High Curator could occupy every minute of a day if he so chose, giving little room to 
breathe much less pass along a message. At least the conversation was moving away from 
potentially volatile topics. Caleb could feel Molly relaxing with each passing moment. 


“Either way, it-“ Fjord began, cutting off as Molly let out a low hissed snarl of pain. 


Caleb jerked away from Molly, again surprised at the sudden shift of mood. Calm to fury this 
time, which was less pleasant than the other way around. He still slid back from the Tiefling, 
ending up leaning into Fjord thanks to the small amount of space available. “Molly? Are 
you-* 


"Lucien..." Molly ground out as he held up his hand to show the cut on the heel of his palm. 
There was another beside it, older and shallow enough it likely hadn’t bled when made. The 
fresh injury was relatively deep, and bleeding. “Half the morning he’s been doing this.” 


Fjord frowned, leaning across Caleb to take Molly’s hand and inspect the cut. Fjord looked 
up to meet Molly’s eyes, asking in worried concern. “He’s been doing this all morning? Why 
didn’t you say anything?” 


"It’s annoying, but nothing this deep so far. I swear, if that bastard doesn't-" Molly cut off 
with a growl, swiping a hand across the back of his neck and looking at the blood that 
resulted. He winced as a shallow cut opened across his collar bone. Not a few seconds later 
and a splotch of blood blossomed high on the sleeve of his shirt, Molly’s hand moving to 
cover a deeper gash that appeared on his side at near the same time. 


Caduceus noticed the deeper injury, already moving closer with glowing hands. Molly 
scowled as he allowed the Firbolg to heal him, shooting an irate glance at Jester. "Jester, 
would you be a dear and message Lucien and tell him to fucking stop whatever he's doing?" 


"And make sure he's not in danger." Fjord added worriedly, eyeing the bigger bloodstain 
around Molly's side. "That last one looked deeper. If we need to, Caleb could get us to him. 
And back here too?" 


Caleb nodded agreement when Fjord glanced his way. It would take the majority of his 
arcane ability; two casts of the teleportation spell and potentially other magics for battle if 
Lucien was in danger. However, he would consider it well worth it to get out of town for a 
time. Again he felt as if he could not breathe here, like speaking was a danger. Today already 
felt like a narrow miss at being taken away for discipline. 


Jester cast the message spell without objection, tone sweet and even a little concerned. "Hey 
Lucien, I don't know what you’re doing, but Molly and Fjord would really like you to stop. 
Unless you're in danger. Let me know if we need to come save you, okay?" 


Lucien had definitely missed the last bit of that, but it was Jester so Caleb surmised that the 
other Omega would be able to guess her meaning. Lucien's reply was quick to come back, 
Jester updating them only a few seconds after sending her message. "He says he's just testing 
his abilities, but he'll cut it out now." 


Caleb doubted that those were the exact words Lucien had used. Just as he and Astrid had oft 
covered for tone or rudeness, Jester was undoubtedly doing the same. Caleb appreciated it, 
for all that Fjord nor Molly would likely choose to return just to discipline Lucien and come 
back. They had promised not to hurt Lucien, but Caleb was still wary their patience had a 
limit in that regard. They still disliked the man after all. 


They all waited a few minutes, Mollymauk scowling at the attention focused on himself. 
Thankfully, it seemed Lucien was good on his word and no more injuries were forthcoming. 
Caduceus healed the few that remained, the magic less effective than anyone would have 
liked, but it sealed up the wounds after a second cast. 


“T’m fine.” Molly huffed at them all, very quickly tiring of the scrutiny cast his way. “Fjord, 
you were about to say or suggest something before you were so rudely interrupted?” 


Fjord held back a snort at the sarcasm coming from the bloodhunter, not wanting to add fuel 
to that fire. “I was going to say, maybe we could see about taking a contract, something close 
by. It’s three days before we need to appear before Dwendal, and no one can say we didn’t do 
our due diligence in staying around town until we received the summons. They can hardly 
complain if we kill time with a local contract between now and then.” 


The suggestion wasn’t met with the type of agreement Fjord had expected, all of them 
hesitant at the idea. 


“Oh, okay. Um...” Jester bit her lip, throwing a glance at Caleb. “Should we maybe ask if it’s 
safe?” 


It was a legitimate question. On the one hand, it would probably be safer to run this by Beau. 
She knew Zeenoth and his possible reactions better than they did. On the other hand, better to 
ask forgiveness than permission. They’d never tiptoed around Zeenoth before, and Fjord 
didn’t think it a great idea to let the man think he had that much control over their actions. 


And in this, at least, they would be breaking no laws. They were basically mercenaries; it 
should come as no surprise to anyone that they would take contracts outside of what the 
crown asked of them. They had done it before and Dwendal never cared so long as they were 
available for whatever assignment he wished to give them. 


Fjord shook his head in answer to Jester’s question, offering his opinion. ““We’ve never 
stayed in the capital this long before, so I don’t think anyone would question us going out for 
a few days. So long as we’re back for the audience with the king, it should be fine.” 


“Do we really want to take a chance on ‘should be’?” Molly asked, surprisingly being the one 
to speak as a voice of caution. 


“Would you be okay, Caleb?” Jester asked, pausing and glancing around before adding in a 
lower tone. “And Astrid too?” 


“T should.” Caleb replied after a moment’s thought, head canting a fraction in consideration. 
“And so should Astrid. It would likely be more dangerous to change your normal habits. 
Otherwise, you give the High Curator more footholds to dictate your actions.” 


“Couldn’t agree more.” Fjord said, giving Caleb a reassuring smile when the mage glanced 
his way. 


aaa 


There wasn't much by the way of jobs on the noticeboard at the center of the market place. 
Most were ‘help wanted' in the form of a steady job waiting tables or working fields. None of 
which paid well, nor meshed with the pack's skillsets or timeline. Fjord left the others in 
charge of keeping an eye on Caleb as he perused the attached flyers. The Omega was still 


skittish from his extended morning stay in the cages and didn’t seem keen to put himself in 
close quarters with other job hunting mercenaries. 


They weren't exactly short on funds in a permanent way, they had the stipend from the crown 
and a payment coming for their recent work on the coast. Assuming they got paid at all. That 
depended on what Dwendal had heard about the botched mission. And whether Fjord could 
retain the crowns favor during his audience the next afternoon. 


Either way, payment or not, Fjord thought it best they have some gold to secure purchases 
before leaving. Any extra gold they might receive after that could go toward supplementing 
their supplies after they'd completed the planned rescue mission. 


Or use to bribe the guards if they screwed up and got arrested. 


Fjord huffed in dry amusement at the thought, refocusing his attention on the notices. He 
ignored the lower paying jobs, the ones that read like thug work, and had nearly reached the 
end of the board before finding one that sounded worth the effort. It was newly penned and 
posted, the ink still slightly wet. If they were lucky, perhaps they could find the requestor and 
save some time. 


Fjord tugged the paper from the board, turning and heading back to the group. He caught 
their attention by waving the parchment, offering it out to be read. "It's about half a day 
travel, less if we fly. Pay is decent." 


"Meaning first come first serve for mercenaries." Molly snorted, still apparently in a mood 
from Lucien's actions earlier. 


Jester took the parchment, reading it aloud to the others. "Sell swords needed. Contact Judus 
Olessia of Blumenthal for details. Pay 500 gold. One day's work." 


Fjord frowned as he noticed Caleb stiffen suddenly, a tight tension strumming through the 
Omega when he felt along the bond. Before he could ask or check, Jester was pushing the 
paper back at him. 


"That's not much information." Jester complained. 
"Or much gold." Veth added. 


"No, but it's outside the city and close enough we'll be back well before we need to meet with 
the king. " Fjord pointed out, that being the biggest draw for him. "It's right by the mountains, 
so it's probably giants or wolves or something. And maybe Caleb can walk around without 
that around his neck for a while." 


Fjord knew he'd won the instant he pointed that out, really should have led with that 
argument. Even Molly's dour mood brightened, the Tiefling throwing a glance at the ugly 
metal on the wizard's throat. "I'm in." 


Chapter End Notes 
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Blumenthal 


Chapter Notes 


I live! 


Here, have a chapter to remind you that this story is not abandoned!! I have plans for 
this story, a direction! I just need to get them there. 


Sell swords needed. Contact Judus Olessia of Blumenthal for details. Pay 500 gold. One 
day's work. 


Jester’s words circled in Caleb’s head, the mage struggling to reconcile their destination even 
as the Nein made quick work of gathering their equipment back at the inn. 
Blumenthal. Home. 


Caleb hadn't been there since... since before he'd presented Omega. He’d wanted to visit after, 
but... Caleb had not had the chance. He had told his father after that first heat had subsided, 
had spoken to him in short direct words constrained by the message spell, but he’d had no 
chance to see his parents in person. Everything had moved so fast afterword, barely a week 
before all choice had been robbed from him completely. 


After that, Caleb had little time for thought beyond simply surviving the next lesson, the next 
owner. At times, simply surviving the next five minutes had been of concern. He should have 
turned his thoughts toward home more often, yet... just as thinking of Wulf and Astrid... it 
hurt too much. 


Caleb stayed close to Jester, clinging to her hand like a scared child. Fjord threw him 
concerned looks Caleb couldn’t put energy toward deciphering. He was getting much the 
same from all of them. Caleb knew he should reassure them, and he tried. He couldn’t make 
himself let go of Jester’s hand, but he forced himself not to press so close. His thoughts were 
too much a snarled mess to do much else, hope and anxious fear warring for dominance. 


He felt like a coward, foolishly afraid of facing the prospect of going home. He wanted 
desperately to see Una again, to see his mother. At the same time, a part of him was afraid to 
consider what she thought of him. His last contact with his parents in person had been two 
weeks before his birthday. Soon after... his world had turned upside down. Caleb regretted 
not speaking to her directly after presenting. So many years passed now, he couldn’t 
remember why he hadn’t. After being taken by Zeenoth, trained, he’d felt too much shame at 
how low he’d fallen to speak to her. 


Both of Caleb’s parents had accepted his new Omega state with no small amount of worry, as 
he'd told Marius back on the ship. That was not the cause of his fear. The length of time was 


the problem. He'd not been there for his mother when she needed him, had not been there for 
his father's funeral. In truth, Caleb had not known about it until two years after Leofric’s 
passing, but he still felt guilty about it. 


Was she angry with him for that? He blamed himself, for surety. He could have seen her, had 
he tried. He and Astrid both would have paid in blood and pain, but his fellow Omega would 
not have begrudged him the chance. Caleb was the only one of their trio with family left. 
Both he and Wulf had run interference with Ikithon when Astrid had lost her last remaining 
family, and Wulf's had passed long prior. 


Caleb would now have the chance to know his mother’s feelings, to apologize, if he dared. 
The Nein would not begrudge him the opportunity to see her if he were brave enough to trust 
them with her existence. He knew he could, yet so many years of not daring speak of her 
was... difficult to break. It was one thing to admit his affection for Astrid and Eodwulf, both 
his fellow mages were known already, however it was a completely different matter to admit 
he had blood family still alive in the world. 


Dragging his attention back to the present, away from the chaotic swirl of anxious fear, near 
overwhelming hope, and a very very cautious bit of optimistic joy, Caleb took stock of the 
rest of the Nein. Jester was on his right, allowing him to cling while she chatted with Veth 
beside her. Neither were paying any attention to Caleb currently (which was itself a relief). 
Yasha cut an intimidating figure further away to Caleb’s left, her sharp eyes warding away 
those who showed too much interest in the Omega walking the streets. Caduceus was... 
equally as fierce as the Aasimar, if in a different way, keeping pace at the rear of the group. 


As they exited the city gates, Caleb was swept with a rare eagerness. He’d never been glad to 
be traveling before, had never looked forward to a destination. 


But he knew Blumenthal. 


Knew it outside of being Omega. He knew it from both sides, actually. Caleb had been there 
with Astrid enough previously to know how he would be expected to act as an Omega. She’d 
tested the boundaries and tolerances of the guards and officials of his home town years ago, 
under Eodwulf’s (and by proxy the Cerberus Assembly’s) protection. Caleb knew without 
doubt what he could and could not get away with in deviating from that expectation. He 
could be himself without worry of guards, so long as he was marginally careful. 


Whether he could was another story. He'd very recently learned how hard it was to unlearn 
the behaviors beaten into him over the past many years. He’d learned also how... painful 
accepting safety (even slightly) and having it be taken away could be. He could think of 
plenty of examples (in no particular order): Lucien, his heat, the guards in Rexxentrum, 
Lucien again... Caleb was optimistic enough right now to believe the Nein meant no harm, 
but he was still wary of... of hoping. 


"Caleb, are you okay?" 


Caleb winced, just a little, at Jester's soft question. Bringing himself back to the present once 
more, looking at their surroundings as his internal clock righted itself, Caleb realized the pack 


were already a good hour and a half outside of town. He flustered through an odd mix of 
embarrassment and fear, stumbling over an attempt to reassure. 


"Ja, I- y-yes, I am sorry, I-" Caleb stammered, blushing hotly as he realized he was still 
clinging to her. He was grateful to have been allowed such for so long but must have pushed 
the cleric past even her great tolerance. 


"No no!" Jester interrupted as Caleb dropped her hand, the cleric waving both in frantic 
reassurance. "It's just, I was thinking maybe since we are all alone out here now, you might 
maybe want the collar off?" 


Caleb blinked at her, surprise derailing the nervous fear that he’d offended Jester. The collar? 
It was a constant thing when in Rexxentrum, and habit had him dismissing any hope of it 
being removed for minimum a few weeks. Owners typically didn't remove it until they 
wanted access to his neck, whether for punishment or marking him. Neither of those things, 
Caleb reminded himself, were something Fjord or Molly would do. 


In fact, Fjord's whole purpose for this distraction was meant to be for Caleb's comfort. 
Something he had.... not fully realized up until now. Granted, the promise of going home was 
a fair distraction. 


"Ah, that- yes, thank you." Caleb again fumbled through the words, only hesitating slightly as 
he reached to unlatch the collar from around his neck. Not even one of them minded that he 
did it himself rather than wait. In truth, he thought perhaps they preferred it. Removing the 
collar wasn’t a reward or incentive. Caleb was beginning to understand that they were nearly 
as desperate as he was for it to be gone. 


As if to prove his thoughts correct, Jester's worried expression vanished the moment the 
collar was off his neck, a smile lighting her face. She wriggled a little, throwing her arms 
around Caleb's shoulders in a hug when he moved closer. It was a little awkward, mostly due 
to the fact they were all still walking. She was pleased, however, and that was balm enough 
on Caleb's strained nerves. 


“You should message Beau.” Yasha spoke up, distracting the cleric so that she pulled away 
from Caleb enough to make walking easier once more. 


“Ohmygosh, I totally forgot!” Jester blurted in a rush, coming to a quick halt and grabbing 
for her symbol. 


The others stopped as well, Fjord and Molly’s concerned attention drawn by the sharp 
exclamation from the cleric. Neither had a chance to speak a question before Jester was 
casting her spell. 


“Hey Beau! It’s Jester! Um... We’re going to Blumethal for a super low paying job, but it’s 
just to get out of town.” 


“Tell her about us meeting with the king.” Veth reminded Jester. 


“OH!” Jester exclaimed, eyes widening as she nodded in quick agreement with the halfling. 
“Because we don’t have to meet the king for three days and-“ 


Caleb smiled in slight amusement, feeling light enough in the wake of leaving Rexxentrum 
(however short a time) and feeling the familiar access to his magic. He was a little unsure 
about the frustration on Jester’s face but confident enough in the running joke to not be too 
worried. Jester never got angry about her words being cut off, and she never got angry when 
any of the pack teased her for it. Therefore, it should be safe enough to point out where she 
had lost the weave of the spell. 


“She will have heard where we are going.” Caleb told her after a quick mental count of the 
words. “And nothing else.” 


“Just let her know when we’re meeting Dwendal.” Fjord chuckled, Molly hiding his 
snickering behind the warlock. “And that we’ll be back in town well before then, if she can 
meet us back at the inn before hand. We’ll need to discuss what we’re telling the king. And 
then figure out a plan for where we go next, and how.” 


“But just the part about the king. And the inn.” Veth spoke up, giving Fjord an exasperated 
look. ““We can’t message her too much while she’s at the Soul.” 


“T know, but Beau needs to know the plan so she can figure out a way to meet up with us.” 
Fjord huffed defensively. 


“Anyway...” Jester interrupted the short disagreement by simply casting her spell. “We are 
supposed to meet with the king in three days. We’ll be back at the inn before then.” 


Jester paused as Fjord did some quick counting, ending up holding up his hand with all five 
fingers spread. Jester frowned, brows scrunching together in thought. She crossed her arms, 
turning away from the pack and walking a couple of paces away before speaking. 


“We miss you. Love you.” 


Caleb was stepping toward Jester before he even really thought about it, heart twisting at the 
forlorn and pining tone in those last words. It was his fault, Beauregard was forced to work 
for Zeenoth for the duration because of him. 


She gave him a smile, patting the hand Caleb placed on her shoulder. “It’s okay, Caleb. I’m 
fine, I promise.” 


“Did she say anything back?” Yasha asked. 


Jester sighed, shaking her head. “No. But I know she got the message, so she’s probably just 
busy training again.” 


Caleb leaning a little closer to Jester, glancing around at the pack now gathered and focused 
around the cleric. “I wanted to ask as well, ah, if you would like to fly the rest of the way?” 


“Oh, it’s okay Caleb, we don’t mind walking.” Jester assured him. 


“Tt’s not that far.” Fjord added, a soft smile on his face when Caleb glanced his way. 


Caleb nodded, returning the expression with an unsure smile of his own as he risked pressing 
the matter. “Ja, but, ah, it... we would need to camp out, and the day would be half done 
before the matter could be... be properly investigated. If we fly, we could get there by late 
afternoon today, or early evening. With time to speak to the Starosta today.” 


Caleb couldn’t help but grow tense the longer he spoke, eyes soon dropping to fix on the 
compact dirt of the path underfoot. Instinct and learned consequences said defying the 
Alpha’s decision was a bad idea. Yet he persisted all the same. It was both a test and just... 
just him wanting to go home again. He worried they would ask, would see through him to the 
desperate desire, and a part of Caleb wanted them to ask. They would let him see her, he 
knew it. Even if he could not find the confidence to tell them about her right now. 


“When you put it that way, how can we refuse.” Molly purred, slinking closer in measured 
movements that Caleb appreciated. He could see no threat, no anger, in the Alpha. Jester even 
giggled a laugh when the Bloodhunter pressed his way between her and Caleb, looping an 
arm around them both. 


Caleb chuckled as well, nervous though trying to see the amusement Jester did. 


~y 


From the sky, Blumenthal was exactly as Caleb remembered it. There were more buildings 
now, the stretch of the town a little larger, but the core structure remained. The large main 
road ran across the breadth of town, T sectioning in two places into side streets that divided 
different sections of the town. There were no real walls surrounding the town, only wooden 
palisades leftover from the war. The trade guild buildings remained, scattered in their 
separate corners of the town. The fields of crops were as expansive as ever, dotted with 
watchtowers for those owned by the crown. Caleb spotted a few new shops along the main 
road, though the distance was too far to know what they sold. The residential housing had 
pushed the northern border of the town further into the forests, the tree line receding into cut 
stumps as a result. 


Caleb followed Jester’s careful dive to land as they drew closer, the blue falcon banking and 
gliding to a gentle stop a good hundred or so yards from the town. As Caleb had predicted, it 
was early evening. The field was empty, already fully harvested and just bare earth underfoot. 
The sun was sinking, though the sky was still vibrant blue with the beginning hints the 
orange red of sunset. 


“The contract said to find Judus, right?” Jester inquired once she and Caleb had dropped their 
polymorphed forms. The Nien began heading into town, forming a loose but defensive 
positioning with Caleb near exact center. 


“Tt did.” Fjord agreed, reaching into his coat pocket to pull out the paper in question. “Not 
that it says where to find them.” 


Caleb wove his way closer to Fjord, making sure to give appropriate acknowledgment and 
submission to Molly beside the warlock. Habit, instinct; he wasn't sure which drove the 


action, but Caleb was pleasantly pleased when both purred a low welcome to his arrival. It 
helped override the automatic nervous fear at offering information unprompted. 


"Him." Caleb told them, glancing down the road toward where he knew they would need to 
go. “And it... it is this way.” 


Fjord’s head tilted, scent and expression shifting from surprise to something a little darker. 
Not anger precisely, but at the edges of it, and Caleb was at a loss to fathom why. The 
Alpha’s question didn’t give Caleb any indication as to why his mood had changed. “You’ve 
been here before I take it?” 


“Tt has been... some years, but yes.” Caleb answered obediently, head ducking warily at the 
question. He led the way down the dirt road at the warlock’s indication, the others falling in 
step behind them. 

“Anyone we should be worried about, keeping an eye out for?” Molly asked, tone light with 
an undercurrent of steel. 


"No one specific, though I should warn you: I will not be allowed to accompany you when 
you speak with the Starosta.” Caleb warned, voice dropping a little quieter as they passed a 
couple of men in crownsguard uniforms. “It, ah, should be safe enough in the area they 
designate for Omega's to wait, though... I... | would- be grateful 1f-" 


"We won't leave you alone." Molly hastened to assure him, switching sides to put himself 
between Caleb and Fjord. 


Caleb looked down, guilty and relieved all at once. Despite having, on some level, known 
that would be the case, it was still reassuring to hear. Additionally, he was glad of a barrier 
between Fjord’s sudden shift in mood. He drew in a nervous breath to ask for who he wanted 
specifically. "W-would you permit Jester to wait with me?" 


He bit back any further words; apologies and promises to both that he knew his place under 
them. Neither Alpha wanted that, nor desired that kind of submission from him, and the 
trained response would only upset both. 


"Anything you want, love." Molly agreed quickly, throwing an elbow into Fjord’s ribs with a 
sharp look. 


Caleb flinched away out of reflex, moving back a half step before stopping himself. The blow 
hadn’t been aimed at himself and hadn’t even winded Fjord. Caleb could tell there had been 
no strength behind it; even directed at a person without armor it likely wouldn’t have hurt 
much, if at all. Given that it had helped to clear the dark expression from the warlock’s face, 
Caleb was more than glad to stay within range. 


“You’re welcome to have anyone you want stay with you.” Fjord promised, glancing back at 
Jester and Veth playfully arguing. Everyone was close enough to hear the discussion, 
however, they were all politely ignoring it. 


The rest of the walk was uneventful. They drew a few curious looks, but nothing more than 
an appraising glance that usually moved on fairly quickly. At this time of evening, most were 


farmers returning from working the fields, a few men and women going in and out of shops 
before they closed, and guards patrolling the streets. Not many guards, but a few. 


Fjord took the lead once they reached the appropriate building, the exterior very official and 
reminiscent of Rexxentrum rather than the simpler builds of Blumenthal. It was built of 
stone, a second floor putting it higher than the surrounding shops and stables. Rather than 
stairs, the road sloped up and turned to a paved walkway as it reached the double doors 
leading inside. Caleb hung back as they all entered, content to have the others standing as a 
makeshift barrier to anyone else. 


The interior was well lit, mostly due to the set of windows along the walls. There were a few 
people inside, couple of guards and guild members, but otherwise the town center was empty. 
Fjord approached the older woman behind the front desk, waiting patiently as the beta 
finished writing. She looked over the group in a sweeping gaze before focusing on Fjord in 
front. “Can I help you?” 


“Yes, ma’am, we are here to speak with the Starosta. About the contract he put up in 
Rexxentrum.” Fjord explained. 


“Very well.” The woman agreed easily, reaching to take a blank parchment and pen. “And 
who is accepting the contract?” 


“The Mighty Nein.” Fjord replied. 


The woman hesitated, one eyebrow arching as she glanced up at him. She looked across the 
group again, then scribbled on the parchment for a moment. Caleb couldn’t see what she 
wrote, though he gathered it was more than the group’s name. She rolled up the paper before 
walking around the desk, gesturing for the group to follow with a short ‘come with me, 
please.’ 


Caleb broke away from the Nein as the clerk led them toward the Starosta's chamber. Molly 
spared him a glance, though said nothing. Caleb had warned them of this, after all. Jester 
tagged along right behind Caleb, humming cheerfully to herself as she looked around at the 
main foyer of the building. Caleb led her over to a set of benches along the wall under the 
large windows, pausing for her to claim a seat first. 


Awkward though he knew it would be for her, Caleb settled himself on the floor at Jester’s 
feet rather than beside her. Without an Alpha immediately present, he knew it would be safer. 
He couldn’t help but cringe a little at Jester’s frown, thankful when the cleric said nothing 
about their relative positions. 


Jester leaned back, hands braced on either side on the bench as she stared up at the ceiling. 
She took up the entire bench that way, crossing her legs in front of her and putting on such an 
air of self-importance that Caleb was honestly impressed. If she were better dressed, he 
believed she could pass as a visiting noble. It would, at the very least, probably be enough to 
dissuade anyone from approaching. 


Jester kept the pretense up for as long as it took the clerk to come back out of the Starosta’s 
office a few short minutes after having led the rest of the pack inside. As soon as the woman 


was back at the front desk, and it was apparent no one was paying either of them any 
attention, Jester leaned forward to play idly with Caleb’s hair. He didn’t mind at all; truly it 
played well into the perception that he belonged to her. 


It also helped remind him that neither she, nor the rest of the Nein, had offered him any harm. 
Caleb considered how carefully Jester had introduced him to her mother. All of them, even 
Lucien, had been respectful of Marion. Meeting Caduceus’s mother had been much the same. 
Again, even Lucien had been respectful, offering not even a harsh word to Constance. Marion 
held a high rank (comparatively) in Nicodranas, Constance did not. Yet both were treated 
well and gently by the pack. 


Surely Una would be safe as well? 
"Jester..." Caleb broke the silence with a near inaudible whisper, hesitating into silence. 


The cleric hummed a soft question, hands stilling from where she’d been combing out the 
light braid she’d just undone in his hair. When he still said nothing, Jester leaned forward a 
little more to try and catch his eye. "Are you okay, do you need something?" 


Caleb's throat felt dry, tongue heavy with the words. But he wanted to trust them. And 
beyond that.... he wanted to see her again. The Nein would allow it, likely even encourage it. 


He looked down to avoid her gaze, biting his lip hard enough it hurt before forcing the words 
out in a hoarse whisper. "My mother lives here." 


Jester was silent long enough for Caleb to panic, though that didn't take much. He had no 
idea how to interpret her expression when he dared look up, nor the too neutral tone when she 
finally spoke. 

"Do you want to go see her?" 


It was so hard not to take those words in all the wrong context. Such a question was often a 
threat, one he’d heard from Alpha and Beta owners both. Usually from Cobalt Soul members 
referring to Astrid, a promise that one, or more likely both, of them would be punished soon 
after. Pushing aside the instant throat seizing fear, he reminded himself that this was Jester. 
She was fishing for more information, gently even, and nothing more. As well she might, 
considering the varying parental relationships among the pack. 


Despite the rational reason for her question, Caleb could not help a small shake in his voice. 
"Yes, so long... as they will not hurt her." 


Caleb did not truly fear they would hurt his mother, he’d convinced himself of that already, 
but he was essentially giving them something to hold over his head. Yet one more thing to 
assure his obedience. He hoped, having seen Jester's love for her mother, it was not 
something any would even consider using against him. He simply wanted- needed Jester to 
prove him right. 


"Oh, Caleb, of course we wouldn't." Jester promised, the words spoken so gently he didn't 
feel the guilt he knew he should for doubting their intent. She was smiling now, expression 


more open, back to the happy cheer he was used to seeing. "Do you want to go now? Is it 
safe, or do you need someone with you, or...." 


Caleb flushed slightly, grateful mostly for the simple fact she wasn't assuming that she (or the 
rest of the Nein) were automatically entitled to come with him. He would, in fact, need to 
issue an invitation. What surprised him was how relatively easy that invitation was to offer. 
"Ah, would... you, and- and the others, care to meet her?" 


This entire thing might be worth the risk just for the visible pure delight that spread across 
Jester's face. 


Family 


Fjord wasn’t thrilled with leaving Caleb. Sure, Jester was with him, so at least he wasn’t 
alone; and the mage didn’t have the magic suppressing collar on him. Both of those things 
were the only reason he didn’t turn right back around to collect the Omega when the doors to 
the Starosta’s chambers closed behind the rest of the group. 


With some effort, Fjord pushed worries for Caleb from his mind in order to focus on the job 
in front of him. He couldn’t afford to be distracted. The outside world viewed him as the 
leader of their troupe. This close to the capital, most officials often assumed Beauregard led 
them. She wore her rank visibly in the form of her expositor uniform after all. She wasn’t 
there to pick up the slack, unfortunately, nor to give them a run down on Judus Olessia. Fjord 
did not know what, if any, connections Judus might have, so it was best to stay on guard. 


Molly was equally as distracted by Caleb’s absence as Fjord was trying not to be, while Veth 
was preoccupied by keeping an eye on the guards in the room. Yasha seemed to have a split 
focus between the guards and the door they’d just entered; Fjord presumed worrying about 
Jester and Caleb in equal measure. Caduceus seemed the only other one present with a level 
head, the Firbolg moving up to flank Fjord’s other side when the warlock glanced at him. 


The beta woman who brought them in here continued walking across the room, gesturing 
them to remain. She approached a door along the left side of the room, knocking in a sharp 
rap before opening it and leaning inside. Whatever was said was too quiet for Fjord to hear, 
but the conversation was over quickly. The woman pulled back and closed the door, heading 
over to the Nein once more. 


“Starosta Olessia will be with you shortly. Please wait here.” She explained, before stepping 
around them and leaving the room. 


They didn’t have to wait long after the secretary left them, five minutes at most, before the 
other door in the room opened once more. Five men walked out; three in obvious 
crownsguard attire, one in nondescript (but well kept) armor, and the last armored as well, 
though more decoratively. Fjord worried a little about Caleb when the three crownsguard 
walked past the pack to exit the room. It should be fine, because so far as he knew they were 
breaking no laws. In any case, he couldn’t spare his attention from the two remaining. He 
dismissed one as a guard, the beta making it easy by taking position a few feet from the 
Starosta making his way over to the wide desk. 


Judus Olessia was human, unsurprisingly. He was only somewhat taller than Molly, at least 
that was Fjord’s approximation at current distance. The Starosta’s hair was fashioned like 
Beau’s, though longer in the back and tied in a neat queue. He had a well-kept beard, wore 
functional leather armor, and had the bearing of someone who at least knew the basics of 
combat. No pampered noble, but not a seasoned warrior either. 


Judus was also Alpha, which... Fjord honestly should have expected such, being this close to 
the capital. Caleb’s familiarity with the rules of this place would make a little more sense too, 


if he’d been owned by the one governing here. Fjord very carefully did not think about the 
very real possibility that such a thing was true. He wasn ¢ going to wonder if this man had 
ever owned Caleb. Fjord wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep his composure if he found out this 
man had any hand in harming the mage. 


Fjord was given ample time to collect himself, reigning in his own emotions and instinct as 
the Starosta situated himself at his desk. By the time Olessia turned attention to the Nein, 
lifting one hand to beckon them forward, Fjord had managed to put on what he hoped was a 
passable expression of neutrality. 


“I’ve been told you seek an audience with me.” Judus spoke as Fjord approached, the other 
four flanking him a couple paces back. The Starosta’s eyes flickered across each before 
meeting Fjord’s gaze again. “I admit some curiosity. What brings such a well-known group of 
mercenaries to Blumenthal?” 


Ah. He knew of them. That explained the quick meeting. Fame had its upsides. Fjord could 
only hope that would also make things easier, rather than otherwise. “We’ve heard there is 
work, a threat to the people and livestock here, and have come to offer our services.” 


Judus’s eyes narrowed briefly, though his tone did not waver. “Does this assistance come as 
directive from the Crown?” 


“From the notice you had posted in the capital.” Fjord replied easily. “I’m sure his majesty 
would have addressed any concerns eventually, but we do take contracts outside of the crown 
every now and then.” 


Judus paused for a moment, shifting back more comfortably in his seat. “Let us then speak as 
contractor to sell-sword. The reward posted was five hundred gold. This agreement has no 
correlation to the crown, it is from my own personal funds. I will not negotiate price. Make 
no mistake, the crownsguard will eventually resolve the issue.... The guildmasters will make 
sure of that come time to deliver their wares.” 


“We’ve no complaints, the coin will be enough to cover cost of supplies.” Fjord agreed easily, 
willing enough to concede that point. Gold wasn’t the whole purpose of this trip and he saw 
no reason to make enemies by attempting to haggle for more. However, Fjord was intrigued 
to hear the man was breaking into his own finances, even if five hundred gold was likely just 
a drop in the bucket comparatively. 


“We’ve read the notice and we’re not here to dither about price.” Molly interjected his own 
agreement, sidling up a little closer beside Fjord. “We’re here for the job, if you would be so 
kind to tell us the details.” 


Fjord wanted to sigh, but Molly’s impatience was... on brand really. None of them liked 
dealing with governing officials. Judus was (so far) less unbearable than most, which was 
probably why Molly’s tone held only a touch of condescension rather than the scathing bite 
his words could have been. Fjord made no apologies or excuses for the bloodhunter. If Judus 
knew them as the Nein, then the behavior was probably expected. Instead, he just lifted an 
eyebrow in silent question, waiting for the Starosta to answer. 


“T have few enough details, to be honest.” Judus admitted, grimacing. “There have been 
reports of missing livestock. At first, they were dismissed as... accidents. Animals wandering 
off in the field, such is not unheard of. However, the last two were taken from stables. The 
two farmsteads affected are on the outskirts, some of the few not owned by the crown.” 


“Well, that’s a start.” Molly grinned, throwing a glance toward Veth. “We can pay them a 
visit in the morning, maybe investigate the area.” 


“Hogran is the one with the most recent loss, his land is east from town. It is nearest the base 
of the mountains, which is where I believe the responsible party resides.” Judus informed 
them, standing to lean over his desk as he shuffled some papers around. He found the 
parchment he was looking for, stepping around to approach Fjord to hold it out. “Tyron is the 
other, again on the outskirts.” 


“Seems simple enough.” Fjord stated, glancing at the paper as he took it. It was a 
rudimentary map of Blumenthal, with four circled locations and notes around each. 


“Quite.” Judus scoffed, lips thinning briefly. “However, for all the value of livestock I would 
not put such a price on a few missing beasts. The indicated locations within town are what 
concern me. Livestock could have been taken by thieves or beasts, both of which the guilds 
would take care of eventually. I wish to know what has happened to the people. Two so far, 
serfs with no political connections.” 


“You’re notice said one day work.” Molly pointed out. 


Fjord inclined his head in agreement, meeting Molly’s gaze briefly before looking back at 
Judus. “This does seem like more than can be done in a day.” 


Judus grimaced, though met Fjord’s eyes evenly. “True, which is why I do not expect that 
you investigate the exact cause. Speak to the guilds if you wish, but I prefer you leave the 
locals in peace. It would be well enough if you would simply find and kill whatever creature 
or band of miscreants that plagues my people.” 


“Well, Pll be damned, he actually cares.” Molly scoffed under his breath, not quite low 
enough to go unheard. 


Judus narrowed his eyes at the comment, though made no reply. 


Fjord spoke up before Molly could antagonize the Starosta further. “We’re not here to cause 
trouble or harm to anyone. We’ll speak with the guilds if needed, though I believe those 
affected by whatever is out there will have more information. Or at least a more exact 
location to track whatever did it.” 


Judus inclined his head slightly. “Very well. Now, if it is all the same to you, evening draws 
closer. There is no law decreeing it, but it is suggested no one walks the streets after dark 
save the guard. Not until this matter has been resolved. If you are in need of lodging, I would 
recommend you see to that soon, before doors are locked and shuttered.” 


“Thank you for the advice. We should return sometime tomorrow, with good news I hope.” 
Fjord stated, stepping back and turning away as Olessia waved a hand in dismissal. 


“Okay, so that guy doesn’t seem completely terrible.” Molly muttered under his breath, 
keeping pace beside Fjord as Yasha opened the door back out into the main room. 


Fjord personally agreed, though he glanced over at Caduceus for a third opinion. 


“T think Molly was right. He seems to genuinely care about the people of this town.” 
Caduceus commented. 


“T still think he’s up to something.” Veth stated, throwing a suspicious look at the doors 
behind them. “Why else would he be using his own money when he supposedly knows the 
crown would deal with it eventually.” 


“Tt’s the ‘eventually’ part.” Molly guessed, shrugging lightly. ““Two people missing so far, and 
you know the king isn’t going to care until it’s someone important.” 


Again, Fjord agreed. Everything came down to power and politics in the empire, and this 
close to the capital that rule applied even more strictly. “We’re not trying to fix the political 
players here. Just finding the bandits or monsters causing the people trouble.” 


“When is it ever so simple?” Molly asked with a chuckle, though he and the others dropped 
the matter. 


Fjord was glad to see that Jester and Caleb appeared to have been undisturbed during the 
meeting. Caleb was at the blue Tiefling’s feet, head leaned back in her lap while she carded 
fingers through his hair. She was humming a soft tune, the two of them looking content and 
at ease. Seeing Caleb comfortable enough to let his guard down almost made Fjord 
reevaluate the city and the Starosta who ruled it. 


Jester bent down to kiss Caleb’s forehead once she saw them, whispering something in his 
ear before both of them stood. Jester was... Fjord could only describe it as odd. As the rest of 
them joined the two, she seemed... overly contained, maybe? Something felt off; that was the 
only thing he was certain about. Caleb seemed normal, if perhaps slightly more anxious for a 
few moments at their arrival. 


Molly swept Caleb up into a hug, for all that he’d only been separated from the man for ten 
minutes at most. Not that Fjord was any better, though he was less overt in his affections. He 
put a hand on Caleb’s shoulder, purring when the Omega leaned into him. 


mre 


The sky was fully orange with dusk as they left the town hall, the edges of dark blue moving 
to black creeping across the height of the sky. The shops along the darkening streets were all 
closed, the road empty spare for a pair in the distance wearing leather armor. Guards, whether 
official or local militia, patrolling the streets. Fjord found the silence eerie and almost... 
heavy. Whatever troubles Blumenthal was having, it was clear none of the residents felt safe 
out at night. 


“We should find somewhere to spend the night, get an early start tracking the problem down 
in the morning.” Fjord suggested, rubbing the back of his neck with a sigh. He glanced over 
at Caleb, mentally preparing himself for the possibility of bad news. “Do you think we can 
get away with you staying with us, instead of... elsewhere.” /nstead of a damned cage, he 
wanted to say. Given Caleb hadn’t been allowed inside the Starosta’s office, had needed to 
wait in a specified area, Fjord wasn’t too optimistic. 


“T, ah...” Caleb began, glancing toward Jester for a moment. “I know of somewhere we can 
stay. Somewhere safe.” 


Fjord was instantly sold, if somewhat confused by the tumultuous range of emotions in both 
the Omega’s scent and coming across the bond. Still, if Caleb labeled something safe, even if 
the looks he currently gave Jester were ones filled with anxiety, then Fjord was going to give 
it a shot. Besides, Jester was still exuding ‘barely contained excitement’ too loudly for him to 
worry that Caleb’s idea was something bad. 


“Lead the way, love.” Molly purred, of much the same opinion as Fjord it seemed. 


Fjord hung back a little as Caleb turned back down the road they’d come, Jester a barely 
contained bubble of chipper excitement at the wizard’s side. Caduceus made his way to keep 
pace on Caleb’s other side, providing a softer support to Jester’s boundless energy. 


Fjord could tell that Caleb needed it. The constant anxiety thrumming through the mage 
hadn’t gone away. Fjord might even argue that the coiled tension increased the further they 
walked. It drove him a little bit crazy not knowing why. The only thing he knew for sure was 
that Caleb had been to Blumenthal before. Though whether or not that is why the mage was 
so nervous.... Fjord didn’t know. 


He was certain, however, that Jester did. 


Yasha, Molly, and Fjord were all on edge and on guard. Reacting to the tension in their 
Omega. Caduceus and Veth showed it less, but Fjord could feel the concern from both of 
them as well. Jester was the only one still excitedly cheerful. The cleric did tone it down as 
Caleb led them all down one of the side roads heading out of town, but she wasn’t worried 
like the rest of them. 


The stars were blanketing the sky, the last vestiges of the sun slipping below the horizon, 
when they arrived at their destination. Somehow, Fjord wasn’t expecting the modest 
homestead that greeted them. They were outside of the main walls of town, so he had 
gathered that it wouldn’t be an inn, but he’d... Fjord had almost pictured a sort of hide away, 
or perhaps some abandoned building. Something that Caleb had, perhaps, used as a getaway 
from a previous owner. 


But a home? And one that was occupied; something proven by the light glow from around 
the dwelling, and the smoke rising from the chimney above. It was a modest home, large 
enough for two or three rooms at most. The roof was made of thatch, clearly patched in a few 
places. A bare garden stood a few yards away from an empty single wide half stable. 
Whether it had been for horse, cow, or other animal, it was clear it had been empty for a long 
while. 


Caleb stopped alongside the low stone fence that blocked the garden from the thin dirt path, 
anxiety sharpening in his scent as he looked at Jester. He turned to face the rest of them, the 
edge of fear creeping into his scent. “I-if I may have...a- a moment?” 


Jester spoke up first, leaning to give Caleb a kiss on the cheek before nudging him toward the 
house. “Don’t worry, we’ll wait.” 


Fjord moved forward a few paces following, though didn’t go past Jester as he watched 
Caleb turn and continue down the path. Molly stopped at Fjord’s side, a confused frown on 
the bloodhunter’s face. “You know what you’re doing, Jes?” 


“Don’t worry, it’s totally fine.” Jester promised, arms wrapping around herself as she shifted 
her weight eagerly. 


Caleb only made it about ten more feet toward the house when an animal yowled like a siren. 
It was somewhat muffled, echoing from around the other side of the building. Fjord stiffened, 
almost leaping forward by instinct to defend the Omega. Except... 


Except Caleb was smiling. Some of the stiff tension melted from his shoulders, the mage 
even chuckling in light amusement. Fjord couldn’t help but stare, mesmerized. 


The warlock’s attention was drawn to a loud meow as a blur of orange came streaking around 
the corner of the house. It made it halfway toward the mage before Caleb lifted a hand to 
click his fingers, the beast vanishing in an instant. With another ‘snap’, the thing reappeared 
in Caleb’s arms, purring like thunder and butting its feline head against the Omega’s chin. 


Caleb’s laugh was a delight, his scent going through so many emotions that Fjord couldn’t 
even begin to keep up. That muddle mix only deepened when the door to the house opened, 
the silhouette of a plain dressed woman freezing in the doorway. She was still for a breath, 
hands flying up to her cheeks. When Caleb stepped towards her, she ran to him, the two 
meeting in the middle as she gathered the Omega into her arms. 


Fjord grabbed Molly by the scruff of his shirt by instinct, holding the Tiefling back when he 
made to go toward them. He shook his head when red eyes looked up at him, Fjord’s own 
gaze unwavering from the reunion taking place. 


“This is his. Let him have it. We’ll meet her when he wants, no sooner.” Fjord cautioned, 
realizing with a sudden flash the depth of trust Caleb was placing in them. Fjord knew with 
certainty that the mage had never shown this to anyone, might not even have let on that he 
had living family at all. He didn’t need to get closer to know he’d see similarities in their 
appearance and scent. The way Caleb clung to this woman told Fjord all he needed to know. 
She was family. 


On the other side of Molly, Caduceus tipped his head in agreement, the others showing the 
same by the simple fact of not arguing. Even Jester was silent, watching Caleb and his 
mother with a watery smile on her face. The two were far enough away that Fjord couldn’t 
hear their conversation. The few words the wind snatched his way were foreign anyway. 


It wasn’t long before Caleb stepped back from the woman, still holding her hands as he 
angled himself so she could easier see the rest of the pack. They both looked nervous, Caleb 
keeping himself somewhat in front of his mother as he led her to them. 


Caleb paused as he reached them, gathering himself and speaking in a deliberately even tone. 
“This is my- my mother, Una. These are the Mighty Nein; Fjord, Molly, Yasha, Jester, 
Caduceus, Veth.” 


“Welcome.” Una greeted them, her gaze wary and mistrustful, though not hostile. She was 
soft spoken, her accent a mirror to Caleb’s if not a little thicker. 


“A pleasure to meet you, ma’am.” Fjord replied, keeping his hand on Molly’s shoulder. Caleb 
was beginning to look a little terrified, but there was a sharpness to his gaze that promised 
strong violence at even a hint of a threat. 


It was ridiculously attractive, seeing such a brave fierceness on the mage even though he was 
clearly afraid of their reaction. Some of that fear receded as he looked at Jester, a smile 
(albeit small) lighting his face at her contained eagerness. He held out a hand, the cleric 
skipping over quickly. The cat from before was on Caleb’s shoulders now, the feline standing 
with impeccable balance to sniff at Jester. 


“T... hoped we could stay the night here?” Caleb asked, looking down. 


“We’ll be on our best behavior!” Jester promised, clasping her hands together and giving Una 
a pleading look. 


Una’s smile was somewhat strained, still wary as she stepped closer to Caleb. She looped her 
arm in his, looking around at the rest of them. “I’ve little room, but you are welcome to what 
space is available.” 


Una’s home was warm and inviting as she led them inside the still open door. The chill from 
the night air that had swept in was quick to vanish once everyone was inside and the door 
closed once more. The main sitting room contained sparce furniture; only a threadbare couch 
and a chair with a half-finished quilt draped over it. A basket of scraps of cloth and thread lay 
scattered beside the chair, likely kicked over in Una’s haste to follow the cat. 


The half open window on the far wall was answer enough to how the orange feline had 
gotten out in the first place. To the left of the sitting room was a wall with two doors, one half 
ajar with a bed and dresser just visible. To the right was an open kitchen area, a small table 
holding a single plate and cup. 


Una claimed a seat on the couch, Caleb settling beside her as she had yet to let go of him. 
Fjord elected to stay on the opposite side of the room in deference to the cat. It had slid down 
from Caleb’s shoulders to curl in the Omega’s lap. Veth, as the smallest and least threatening, 
claimed the remaining space on the sofa. Jester just plopped down to Caleb’s left on the floor, 
enamored by the cat and Una both. Yasha loomed in such a small space no matter where she 
stood, so stayed nearly beside the door to give them all space. Molly stayed by Fjord, looking 
as awkward as the warlock felt, and Caduceus claimed the lone chair. 


They sat in an awkward silence for a few minutes, broken by Jester leaning forward and 
tilting her head in question. “Sooooo.... What’s his name?” 


Caleb was briefly confused, then Jester’s current obsession dawned on him. He chuckled, 
stroking the orange feline in his lap. “His name is Frumpkin. He is my familiar.” 


That was news to Fjord. He stepped a little closer, intrigued and hopeful that maybe it being 
magic meant he might possibly not have to worry. “A familiar is magic, right?” 


Caleb nodded, looking to be relaxing at the continued acceptance and politeness from the 
pack around him. “Yes, though we... modified the spell to summon him.” 


“Why?” Jester inquired. 


“T left Frumpkin here years ago.” Caleb admitted, smiling softly at his mother. “Many of the 
missions Master Ikithon sent us were... less than safe. Astrid and- and Wulf, ah, helped me 
modify the spell. Not by much, but enough so that... as long as I lived, he would remain.” 


“So that she would know you were okay, that’s so smart Caleb!” Jester exclaimed, visibly 
holding herself back from reaching out. Whether to hug Caleb or pet the cat was anyone’s 
guess. 


Caleb chuckled softly. “Danke, but it was Astrid’s idea.” 
“Still clever.” Molly said, tone carefully gentle. 


“With-“ Caleb stopped short, face heating slightly. He didn’t want to mention the collar, or 
any of the grittier aspects of being Omega, around his mother. “‘A-ah, it- it was not always 
possible to message someone. When on a task for Ikithon, or- or during the war, or other 
times. Ah, this circumvented that.” 


“He has been a comfort.” Una said softly, gaze still unwaveringly fixed on Caleb. As if he 
might vanish should she look away. 


Caleb’s smile wavered, the mage beginning to look up at Una before fixing his gaze back to 
Frumpkin in his lap. The familiar had been given simple instructions when he’d originally 
been summoned; find Caleb if something happened, remain if not. Frumpkin was proof for 
Una that Caleb lived. He was a messenger if something happened at home. When Leofric had 
passed, Frumpkin had found the mage, bearing a note from Una. Caleb knew he should have 
messaged his mother that night, should have reached out. He had only hugged Frumpkin and 
cried, pressed a kiss to the cat’s head, and sent his loyal friend back home. 


“Es tut mir leid. Ich hatte dich 6fter kontaktieren sollen.” Caleb whispered guiltily, half 
turning to lean into his mother. 


“Ich wusste, dass du lebst. Ich habe dich vermisst, aber ich wusste, dass du lebst.”” Una 
replied just as softly, leaning in to place a kiss on his forehead before pulling him into a tight 
hug. 


Caleb didn’t care about the somewhat uncomfortable bend to accommodate Frumpkin in his 
lap. He leaned into the hug, hiding his face in his mother’s neck. He closed his eyes, 
forgetting about the pack for a moment, and just breathed in her scent. She still loved him, 
forgave him. He’d not doubted it, but it was a relief to hear. 


“How long has it been since you’ve seen your mom?” Jester asked once he’d straightened 
from Una’s embrace. 


Shame twisted in Caleb stomach, because the answer was ‘too long’. Even before, he hadn’t 
visited as oft as he should. Una rescued him, speaking up when his own tongue was too laden 
to form an answer. 


“As often as he could. His studies kept him so busy. We missed him, but Leofric used to tell 
anyone who would listen how proud he was.” Una reminisced; voice tinged with grief still 
over her husband. She reached over to brush Caleb’s hair back, smiling softly. 


“Wiirde er das jetzt immer noch sagen?” Caleb asked in a thin whisper, eyes down even as he 
leaned into the touch. 


“Natiirlich.” Una said firmly, drawing a breath before rising to her feet. She reached to take 
Frumpkin in her arms, holding the cat with one hand while using the other to draw Caleb to 
stand. She lifted Frumpkin to the wizard’s shoulders as soon as he was on his feet. “Your 
room is as you left it, Pll air it out so you can get some rest.” 


Tasks Taken 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“Judus Olessia, the Starosta over Blumenthal to the southeast, has recently requested aid 
from the crown. His majesty has sent patrols of guards, though no reports of a solution has 
been received. The information we have is little. Complaints began with missing livestock 
from the field, then came to livestock being taken from closed and shuttered barns. Now 
word has come that people have begun to go missing. Few enough, and none of high status.' 
Beauregard explained, summing up what little information she’d gotten from Zeenoth. 


Low status victims meant that Dwendal didn’t put any urgency into the request for aid. 
Sending some crowns guard was the literal least he would do, and had likely only been done 
to placate the populace. Until, or unless, it became higher profile, nothing official would be 
done. However, this was exactly the type of low-risk thing Zeenoth liked to use to test his 
students. It solved a problem, curried himself favor with someone of position, and gave real 
world experience. Win-win for him. 


For Beauregard, it meant a couple days being bored, since she was supposed to sit back and 
let them do the work. Monitor, help as necessary, but see how they do. Those had been 
Zeenoth’s exact orders. 


“Missing people and livestock and they are only just now asking for help?” Temerity 
questioned, arching an eyebrow elegantly as she finished tightening the wraps on her 
forearms. 


Beauregard met her gaze with a level look, keeping her expression blandly neutral. The trio 
were all but ready to set out, the recap basically her way of being nice and offering them a bit 
more information to their mission than she’d given yesterday. As far as Beau was concerned, 
it was their show from here on out. The glare between the two was a short standoff, Temerity 
caving quickly by way of averting her gaze and huffing an annoyed breath before asking. 
“And what do we know of Olessia? Or the area in general?” 


“You’ve been in Rexxentrum how long and you don’t know the surrounding players?” Beau 
scoffed, tone derisive enough that she could all but see Temerity’s proverbial hackles raising. 
“This is your show now, I’m just here to make sure you three are worth the effort.” 


Beau smirked watching Temerity’s tail lashing. She was pushing and poking at the woman’s 
sense of pride on purpose. She was being nicer about it than Zeenoth would, because he’d 
have had a sharp rebuke by now for Temerity’s unpreparedness. The Tiefling appeared to 
have been taking some of Beau and Zeenoth’s training to heart, however. With a slight roll of 
her shoulders, Temerity let the comment pass and turned to Jeir instead. “We’re supposed to 
be rolling out, but do we need to take some time to gather info?” 


Jeir shook his head evenly, brushing the black strands of his hair from his face as he glanced 
toward Elrik. “As Expositor Beauregard has said, Olessia governs Blumenthal. However, he 


holds little power in the grand scheme of things.” 


Elrik nodded a short agreement, falling in step with the other two as they all began heading 
into the predawn light across the grounds of the Cobalt Soul. “As far as I am aware, his 
authority is over the locals in town. Orders from the crown usually bypass him and go 
straight to the guilds.” 


Jeir continued explaining as they walked, filling the silence with a low tone that was 
sufficient to carry between the group but no further. “While the township has a relatively 
small population, it is a main source of produce and meat for the capital. It is too early in the 
year for most fields to be planted, but cold weather crops should be beginning to sprout. 
More victims mean more danger to farmers when it comes time for harvest.” 


“Not a pressing issue to deal with at current, but it will eventually become one.” Elrik pointed 
out. “Olessia’s requests are easily set aside. The farming guilds less so, and they will not take 
notice until a danger threatens their ability to meet the Crown’s expectations for deliveries.” 


“Which, if livestock are missing, will come sooner rather than later.” Temerity mused. “What 
of defenses?” 


“‘Watchtowers around farm plots.” Jeir supplied easily. 


“Half of which still stand empty most of the day.” Elrik countered. “The war’s been over for 
a few years, but the crownsguard’s numbers haven’t grown enough to leave men sitting 
watching over a growing field.” 


“Which gives would be thieves or other creatures opportunity.” Jeir continued, sighing after 
considering options for a few paces. “We will need to gather more information once we 
arrive.” 


“We should just approach the guild masters, theyll have more information. And they’ Il know 
the more vulnerable points in the farmland or livestock.” Temerity said, tone and slant of her 
head suggesting a decision made, even though she glanced toward Elrik. 


The beta nodded agreement, adding easily. “That shouldn’t cause any issues, so long as the 
job gets done. As I said, Olessia is often bypassed with orders from the Crown. He’ll be used 
to it.” 


Beauregard followed along behind the three of them, listening to the discussion as they left 
the city gates and traveled down the path winding across the open fields and hills of the 
countryside. She had her staff strapped to her back, a satchel with essentials at her hip, and a 
new empty tome to keep track of things. Zeenoth was going to expect a very detailed report 
on his three chosen students. Since Beau was trying to stay on his good side for now, she’d 
scribe down her report on them as the mission went along. 


Currently, her notes were only a few basic observations. Temerity was clearly the leader of 
the little pack; both Jeir and Elrik seemed completely at ease providing her information to 
stitch together into a plan of action. Jeir was the more well informed geographically; he knew 
the lay of the land. The beta even took the lead once the walls of Rexxentrum were out of 


sight. Elrik held a tighter grasp of politics. He spoke with confidence about the reactions of 
the guild, crown, and Starosta when facing a potential threat. 


So far the only mark she held against them was their current decision to bypass speaking to 
the Starosta. Sure, they could get the job done without him, and they wouldn’t make any 
enemies in the process. But they also wouldn’t make an ally. 


Olessia was low man on a very fall totem pole, but he still held some power. Not much, but 
some. The three of them were thinking too short term. Even if they didn’t give two shits 
about what Olessia had to say about the matter, approaching him to offer their help would at 
the very least put him in their debt. They could then follow up with the guild masters, gaining 
the favor of both sides. It’s how Zeenoth would have expected Beau to handle it, play all 
sides to her advantage. And this one was easy, both sides wanted the same thing. 


Still, it was their mistake to make. Beauregard simply scribbled a few notes, settled her staff 
over her shoulders more securely, and kept her mouth shut. 


Two hours into the day, with the sun just skimming up the horizon, and Beau was almost 
confident these three wouldn’t do that bad a job. At least as far as solving the town’s 
problem. That was also about the time they ran out of reasons to continue any discussions at 
all. They didn’t have enough information to come up with a plan to deal with the problem in 
Blumenthal. Hell, none of them even knew what the real problem was. 


Beau was soon very distinctly missing Jester and Veth a mere half an hour into walking in 
silence. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence at least. The three students knew each other well 
enough to be at ease, Beau had spent enough time with them to feel much the same, and none 
had a personality that lent to inane chatter. Still... Beau very much missed the insane and 
impossibly theoretical plans that Jester and Veth would have doubtless concocted by now. 


They’d have come up with half a dozen possibilities to what was terrorizing Blumenthal. 
Werewolves, zombies, real wolves, trolls, a dragon- gods, what she wouldn’t give to listen to 
another one of their ‘this is how we’d totally kill a dragon’ plans. It was asinine, but at least it 
was entertaining. 


Jester messaging Beau sometime after midday was an absolute delight of a break to the 
silence. It was also the hardest time Beauregard had ever had in keeping her composure and 
not letting on that she was receiving a message from the cleric. She had to bite her lip to keep 
from laughing, and was quite glad she was behind the other three in the marching order. 


“Hey Beau! It’s Jester! Um... We’re going to Blumenthal for a super low paying job, but it’s 
just to get out of town. OH! Because-” 


Beau waited, the excited tone of Jester cutting short as she had (once again) gotten distracted 
from giving the pertinent information first. Not that Beau minded. It was funny, and it wasn’t 
like she was going to respond either way. She wouldn’t trust Zeenoth’s new protégés with 
knowledge that Beau was still in touch with her pack. Zeenoth likely assumed she was, sure. 
But assuming and knowing were two different things. 


Beau didn’t have to wait too long for Jester to send her another message. Jester’s tone was a 
little more frustrated, but still held the sweet chipper joy that Beau was missing very keenly 
right about now. 


“ANway, we are supposed to meet with the king in three days. We’ll be back at the inn before 
then.” 


There was a slight pause in which Beau could very easily picture Fjord with fingers raised 
giving a countdown to how many words Jester had left to the spell. Jester would be counting 
on her own fingers to see what she could fit into the last few words. When they did come, the 
words were softer, the last two softer still. “We miss you. Love you.” 


The words hit hard, close to her heart. She missed Jester too, and Yasha, with every part of 
her being. She missed the rest of her friends as well, but it cut to hear the longing in Jester’s 
voice. Beau bit her lip, forcing her thoughts away from her pack. Temerity would notice her 
falling into that particular rabbit hole if she weren’t careful. 


Beau focused on the first part of Jester’s message instead. The Nein were going to 
Blumenthal too. Beau almost didn’t even care why, or what job, they’d picked up. It would 
be hilarious if Zeenoth’s given mission and her pack’s new gig coincided. Unlikely, but 
hilarious. If they did overlap, it would be interesting to see how Temerity and her crew dealt 
with the Nein. Blumenthal was a small town, chances were high they would at least see each 
other. It would be a good test of their ability to judge a potential ally, as well as their ability to 
work with an ally outside of the Cobalt Soul. And, honestly, Beau figured that if they could 
work with her pack, then they could work with anyone. 


Beau bit back a grin, looking up at the lightly clouded sky overhead. Maybe this mission to 
Blumenthal wouldn’t be so bad after all. 
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Beau noticed, but didn’t mention, as a few hours before sunset twin shadows flashed across 
the ground. She didn’t need to look up to know it was Jester and Caleb, making far far better 
time than she was in journeying to Blumenthal. Yeah, okay, magic came in real handy 
sometimes. It wouldn’t have gone near as well, and Zeenoth never would have gone for it, 
but Beau was a little annoyed at herself for not having thought to ask if they could have 
Astrid for this mission. 


She didn’t count it against the three that they didn’t notice two giant hawks flying overhead. 
There hadn’t been a threat, it was easy to miss if you weren’t literally expecting it, and 
honestly, she didn’t give a crap either way. She did make a note to add that to their training; 
something to remind them to keep at least some semblance of awareness to what was 
overhead. Dangerous things with wings existed, it was stupid to ignore that. 


There was little enough to take note of as the day wore on into approaching dusk. Beauregard 
was a little surprised when the three monks made no indication they planned to stop as the 
sky turned to darkening hues of purple. They all three closed ranks, Elrik and Temerity taking 
point, and slowed to include Beauregard in the closer-knit mode of travel. 


“They can see in the dark, and Blumenthal is only a couple more hours’ travel. Unless you 
prefer stopping to rest?” Jeir explained, answering Beau’s questioning look as the last light of 
the sun turned to full night. 


“T’m fine, this is your show.” Beau shrugged, making a mental note to write that down in her 
journal as soon as she had light to do it. Their tenacity was a good quality to have. She agreed 
it was pointless to stop now. It would just waste daylight tomorrow. 


True to Jeir’s word, it only took a couple more hours for them to reach the town. None of 
them anticipated each and every door to be tightly closed and locked. It put Beau a little on 
edge, but she kept her face blank when Temerity looked to her. As she said, this was their 
show. She wasn’t going to help out. The only thing she did do was keep her eyes open for 
threats. There was not helping, and then there was being stupid and risking her own neck. 


Happily, she saw no dangers on the empty streets. Elrik found a patrol of guards, relaying to 
the rest of them the self-imposed curfew for the townsfolk. Temerity’s reaction to that was 
frustration and a bit of B&E. Jeir proved adept at picking locks, and within a few minutes the 
four of them had appropriated the loft of a barn for the remainder of the night. Not outside of 
approved methods, but it was something Beau considered an unnecessary risk. She used the 
light from the moon to make a few final notes in her journal, then found herself a corner of 
hay and settled in for the night. 
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Jeir wasn’t sure what to make of their newest tutoring Expositor. She was certainly different 
than the others the High Curator had tasked with training them. Unlike any of the others, 
Temerity actually liked Beauregard. She was, as the Tiefling had put it, ‘just the right amount 
of obnoxious’. She pushed, but not cruelly, and her goading insults were meant to inspire 
improvement rather than just to criticize. 


For that, Temerity liked Beauregard. Jeir liked her because of the Omega. 


Of all the differences between his home country and the Empire in which he now lived, 
Omegas were the hardest to deal with. As a young man living in a tourist town, he’d thought 
he’d known what to expect from cultural differences. He’d been wrong. Shammal Bay had 
been nothing like Rexxentrum. 


Shamal had one Omega, a bright shining jewel of the city. She was a coveted guest to parties, 
a sought after décor for large tourist locals, and she was protected- respected- by all who saw 
her. None touched her except those she granted the privilege. None shared her bed but for 
those she allowed. She wanted for nothing, feared nothing, and was kept and protected as an 
Omega should be. A family who bore and Omega was paid handsomely, the Omega taken to 
live a life of comfort and peace. 


Omegas were just as rare in Wildemount, and Jeir could not fathom why the people here used 
them so harshly. The very few he’d seen were obedient and docile, as was right, but were not 
kept to the standard such obedience warranted. Truthfully, if not for Temerity, Jeir would 
have declined Zeenoth’s invitation for private tutelage based on the limited assessment he 
had of the High Curator’s omega. 


That Expositor Beauregard handled the omega differently, harsher than Jeir thought 
warranted but differently still, was (in his mind) a credit to her personal morals. Temerity 
valued Beauregard for her insight in training, Elrik for her position to power, and Jeir for... 
for the reminder that perhaps not everyone in the empire thought so completely different than 
himself. He was not fool enough to think their values aligned, yet it was still refreshing to see 
some empathy. 


Jeir looked out of the slitted loft window as the light of dawn spilled across his face. He had 
taken last watch, the three of them agreeing that it was foolish not to have someone on guard. 
Elrik had taken first, Temerity after, and Jeir to finish the night. The Expositor had taken her 
own space for the night and none of them had bothered her because, as she’d said before, this 
was their show. 


Jeir reached to touch Temerity’s shoulder where his friend lay against his hip, waking her 
with the light contact. She gave a low growl, as she always did in the early mornings, her tail 
flicking in lazy irritation. Elrik’s eyes opened hearing the growl, looking at them from his 
position a few feet away against the wall. 


Elrik was the newcomer to Jeir and Temerity’s friendship, having only joined them to make a 
trio when the High Curator approached them. Temerity had learned to tolerate the half elf, 
both she and Jeir eventually getting used to him enough to work well as a unit. It was 
sufficient in that Jeir could consider him a friend, even if it was tense at times. Elrik’s societal 
upbringing was too at odds with Jeir’s, and it created tension at times. The man’s tendency 
towards insubordination sometimes rubbed Temerity the wrong way, yet they all three were 
able to work well together. 


Jeir met Elrik’s gaze, then glanced over at Beauregard with a silent question. He rolled his 
eyes, but grabbed his staff to pull himself up. Jeir turned his attention to gathering the rest of 
their supplies, Temerity rolling to sit upright and blink with annoyance at the light filtering 
through the loft. 


“Have you a preference where we begin our search?” Jeir asked Temerity lowly, glancing to 
where Beauregard was already waking at Elrik’s approach. 


Temerity shrugged, standing and stretching lightly, keeping her voice down as she replied. 
Neither of them wanted the Expositor to question their certainty in how to proceed. “Not 
really. Reports were about missing livestock originally, so whichever guildmaster is in charge 
of that.” 


“There are three that hold the most power.” Jeir mused, quickly finished gathering their 
supplies. He kept an eye on Beauregard, who appeared to be doing her own morning routine, 
Elrik heading over to join them. “Alfric controls most of the west fields, if I remember 
correctly.” 


Elrik nodded agreement, adding his own two coppers. “Trudy’s got the east fields, most of 
those are crops rather than beasts. But she also has a hand in most shipping contracts. We’ll 
want someone more central, which would be Guildmaster Jethro.” 


Temerity glanced over at Jeir and, after a moment consideration, he nodded. He was familiar 
with the layout of the town and was confident he could find the appropriate guild house. As 
soon as they were all ready, the four of them slipped out of the loft without being seen. It was 
more to avoid nosey questions rather than any fear of causing trouble. 


Jeir led them to the center of town, about a block away from the town hall, while Elrik filled 
them in on Guildmaster Jethro Cartwrite. He was more well known for production of leather 
goods and fabric, but (as Elrik stated) that was directly connected to the missing livestock. 
Rumors about the man conflicted, some saying he was a trustworthy businessman, others that 
he was scheming. All agreed that he was very good at his job. 


The streets were busy in the early morning hours, the air a crisp cold that was just shy of 
being able to see their breaths. It wasn’t the busy chaos of Rexxentrum, but it was certainly a 
thriving township. The Cartwrite Guild main building was located in the center of town. It 
comprised of two warehouses, each full of crates and carts. A tannery was close by, as well as 
a weaver and dye shop. There were some goods being boxed and loaded, though there did not 
appear to be any large orders at current. 


In a stroke of luck, the man they were looking for was on the premises. Elrik pointed Jethro 
out within minutes of their arrival. “The old man, there, with the red shawl. Beside him is one 
of the other guild leaders. Trudy. Not unusual to see her with any of the guild heads, she 
keeps a hand on most of the shipping contracts.” 


Temerity snorted, heading toward the two guild leaders. A subtle hand gesture from the 
Tiefling gave directions to the rest of them, both Jeir and Elrik flanking and leaving space 
enough that Beauregard’s uniform was clear enough to broadcast her rank. It would lend 
more credit to them, since they had no rank or prestige to speak of. Beauregard was their 
golden ticket in, as proven by the way both Jethro and Trudy glanced at the Expositor before 
focusing on Temerity leading the group. 


Temerity sketched out a half bow, as befitted her rank compared to theirs, with Jeir and Elrik 
copying. As expected for her own rank, Beauregard gave no such motion. Temerity handled 
introductions as she rose, polite if a bit abrupt. 


“Guild master, mistress, I am Temerity, of the Cobalt Soul. With me are Elrik and Jeir, my 
companions, as well as Expositor Beauregard, right hand to the High Curator.” 


That lightened the growing scowl on Trudy’s face, and the furrowed brow of Jethro, though 
Jeir was surprised to notice Beaureguard’s lifted brow. As if she was taken aback by the 
description applied to her. The expression didn’t last long, there and gone almost before he 
really took note. Filing that away for another time, Jeir turned his attention back to the two 
merchants. 


“Well met, I am Jethro Cartwrite, as I am sure you are aware. And my esteemed colleague, 
Trudy Eventide. To what do we owe this visit?” Jethro asked, his voice a scratchy match to 
his elderly appearance. Yet... despite that... 


Jeir lifted an eyebrow, a tiny bit impressed. This man was dangerous. Sure, he looked like an 
old codger, frail and maybe a bit slow, but he was dangerous. There was a shrewd 


intelligence behind the old man’s eyes, hidden behind thick white eyebrows and a wrinkled 
face. Temerity would need to take care how she spoke; else they would possibly cause 
trouble for the High Curator. His main topic of teaching had been about cultivating useful 
connections after all. 


Unfortunately, Jeir saw no way to tactfully offer his friend advise. Jethro did not strike him as 
the kind of man to show any weakness around. Better to risk an offense given, try to spin it as 
done with intent rather than an unwitting mistake. Unbidden, his gaze flickered over to 
Expositor Beauregard, though he could find no more hint of her thoughts behind her 
impassive expression. 


“It has come to the High Curator’s attention that there has been some trouble regarding 
livestock and citizens here in Blumenthal. We’ve been tasked with resolving these troubles.” 
Temerity explained, short and to the point. Jeir had to swallow a sigh, foreseeing diplomatic 
training in their future. 


“It is generous that he sends those of such high regard.” Jethro replied, giving them a 
disarming smile. He looked over to Trudy beside him, head tilting their way slightly. “Why, 
we’ve only just heard recently of the disappearances. Tragic, really.” 


Trudy gave an eloquent shrug, the barest lifting of her shoulders. “Quite a shock to hear, yes. 
And a shame about the missing cattle. None of those owned by me or mine, thankfully, but a 
shame.” 


“Do you know who was affected, who went missing?” Temerity pressed. 


“You would need to speak with the local guard to find out who went missing, I’m afraid it 
was no one I am personally familiar with.” Jethro replied, lifting a hand to politely hide a 
cough. 


“And the animals?” Elrik repeated, earning a tight-lipped look from Trudy. Jethro barely 
reacted, only a shifting of attention to Elrik and back to Temerity before he responded. 


“Owned by Hegan, Hagan, I think?” 


“Hogran.” Trudy corrected, jaw twitching with tension for a moment before she continued. 
“He canceled a shipment due to it.” 


“Ah, right of course.” Jethro hummed, nodding amicably. “His farmstead is further out of 
town, yes?” 


“Yes.” Trudy sniffed, sharp eyes scanning over Temerity. “You could try searching towards 
the plains to the west for the source of whatever monster or beast is responsible. I’ve had 
complaints from employees about something bothering the herds out there. We’ve had to 
double the workforce, they refuse to go out in smaller groups anymore.” 


“T do wish you all successes on this endeavor, and I am glad that the High Curator has 
anticipated the need for assistance far before we asked.” Jethro said diplomatically, giving 


Beauregard a nod. “If you need any further information, do call upon me. However, I have 
quite a few matters to attend.” 


Temerity gave another half bow, offering thanks for the information given. Both Jethro and 
Trudy nodded, turning to head back toward the main warehouse. Temerity rolled her 
shoulders once they were gone, heaving a long sigh. She threw a glance at Beauregard, then 
jerked her head toward the path they’d come down. 


“Well, he was lying.” Elrik declared lowly, once they were well away from the guild house. 


“To misdirect or save face, I wonder.” Jeir mused. He trusted Elrik’s observation and had his 
own doubts to the sincerity of that entire interaction. There was falsehood woven throughout 
all of their statements, though not enough to be blatantly obvious. Jethro less than Trudy, and 
Jeir couldn’t help but wonder if they were simply trying to save face in front of each other. 
Trudy was no doubt a rival to Jethro as much as an ally, competing for coin and contracts. 


“Probably both. He’s old and wealthy for a reason. She’s... well. Anyway, the two of them 
have some game their playing, but I haven’t a clue what.” Elrik answered, grimacing and 
shifting his staff to his other hand with a glance to Temerity. “I didn’t read any hostility on 
them.” 


Temerity shook her head. “Me either, not in their scent or bearing.” 


“Which likely means that whatever they’re up to, it isn’t a conflict between them. As far as I 
know, the guilds work pretty seamlessly between each other here.” Elrik explained. 


“So do we go west, or somewhere else?” Temerity huffed, pointedly not looking back at 
Beauregard shadowing the three of them. 


“West. Open land, easy prey for whatever is hunting their herds.” Elrik replied automatically. 
“What was the point of that whole discussion if we don’t follow the lead given?” 


Jeir frowned thoughtfully, twirling one of his gold bracelets idly. “Whoever has taken the 
livestock and people, I cannot see how they could have remained hidden in the open plains.” 


“What makes you think it’s a person?” Elrik countered, a hint of challenge in his tone. 


Jeir shrugged, used to such a reaction from the half-elf. “A beast would have been found and 
killed by now. Even if one had managed to come into the town unnoticed, it’s unlikely it 
could be residing in the fields attacking herds and their guardians without notice. A person 
might, and following that logic, the most abundant source of hiding places would be closer to 
the mountains.” 


Both looked to Temerity, the Alpha once again in position to break the conflicting opinion 
between them. 


“We’ll split the difference.” Temerity decided eventually. “We’ll head out to the west field, 
like Trudy said, circle around to the mountains and see if we can pick up any tracks along the 
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way. 


Chapter End Notes 


Not sure if it’s made clear, but Marquet treats Omegas well, but still not as free people. 
So, it’s been an interesting time for me developing Jeir’s personality and internal code of 
conduct. Because he sees them as worth protecting, and valuable, but still not as true 
people. 


Also, I cannot figure out how to pin this, but a link to the discord channel for this fic: 
https://discord.gg/GZM9nMjza2 


Mornings of Investigations 


Chapter Notes 


Posting this to move on, because I keep getting hung up here. 


Waking up in his old room, Frumpkin curled a comforting warmth at his neck, was almost 
painful in its own way. It was easy to imagine his mother and father on the other side of the 
wall, both happy and safe curled in each other's arms. He could so easily imagine the sound 
of the aged mare they’d once had, grown from a foal that Leofric had given Una when 
courting her, huffing at his parent’s window for food. 


Reality was far crueler; his father gone, the mare long since buried. But Una still lived, her 
scent strong all around him. Frumpkin unfurled a bit, one paw stretching to rest over Caleb's 
neck. He couldn't help but chuckle, the cat blinking at him lazily. 


"Ja, I missed you too. But you have done good keeping her company." Caleb told him quietly. 
Frumpkin yawned, whiskers curling in an insolence only a cat could manage to pull off. 


It was early yet, but Caleb still pulled himself upright. The night had been the first in a long 
while of true restful sleep, and he could feel the difference already. Frumpkin leapt to his 
shoulders as he began to rise, draping himself effortlessly. Caleb only smiled, scratching the 
cat atop the head as he left his room. 


The Nein were scattered across the living room, most still sleeping. Jester and Veth had 
ended up with the couch, Yasha leaning against the side with one arm draped over Jester in a 
half cuddle. Fjord and Molly were cuddled together by the door of the house, their own sort 
of guarding barricade. 


Caduceus was, rather unsurprisingly, in the kitchen. Caleb watched with wary caution for a 
moment, trying not to assume the Firbolg would callously use what Caleb had to assume was 
a limited number of supplies. His family had never been wealthy. They had, at times, barely 
scraped by. Things had gotten better upon his acceptance into the Assembly, most of Caleb’s 
pay had been sent home to support his mother and father. He... didn’t know how they’d fared 
afterward. 


Pulling his thoughts away from that potentially distressing direction, Caleb picked his way 
across the still sleeping pack to join Caduceus. What he found was the Firbolg pouring water 
into a pot, the Nein’s own packed rations spread out across the meager counter space. 


Caduceus looked up at Caleb as he approached, giving a nod of welcome and glancing at the 
small stove. “Mister Caleb, good morning. Would you mind lighting that for me?” 


An easy enough task, especially with access to magic. Caleb cast a simple cantrip, lighting 
the small bit of wood in the stove, and turned to find a very sleepy Mollymauk stumbling his 
way into the kitchen. Caleb didn’t resist as Molly blindly reached out, letting the Alpha 
sweep him into his arms. He had to hunch a little to make himself smaller than Molly, but it 
was so obvious that’s what was wanted and so that was what Caleb did. 


The rest of the pack were slowly beginning to stir as well, though none made to join them in 
the kitchen. Caleb glanced down at Frumpkin as Molly bundled him into a chair, silently 
directing the feline to go keep watch. Caleb would prefer not to worry his mother, which she 
undoubtedly would be, considering Molly was now pressing his face sleepily into Caleb’s 
neck to scent him. 


Molly wouldn’t do anything, not... not here. And Fjord would stop him if he tried, as he had 
before. Being held was fine, pleasant even (should Caleb ever get his heartrate to settle). The 
Alpha smelled of pleased contentment, purred in a low rumble that Caleb could feel rather 
than hear, and offered nothing else but soft affection. 


It was near impossible not to relax. His alpha was pleased. Caleb had done nothing, and 
Molly was pleased. Caleb leaned his head back against Molly’s shoulders, allowing the 
Tiefling further access to his throat. The scent of approval deepened, as did Molly’s purr, and 
Caleb shivered feeling the Alpha’s lips on his neck in a gentle kiss. 


Caduceus puttered around the kitchen, turning the rations into a presentable meal by the time 
the water in the kettle finished boiling. Finding a suitable number of cups and plates proved 
to be a challenge, but Caleb gave quiet pointers and they managed. The cleric paused as he 
set a steaming cup down in front of Caleb, looking silently at the others beginning to filter 
toward the smell of tea and food. 


"I don't want to be presumptuous, Mister Caleb. I know you wouldn't ask, so I thought maybe 
it should be offered. Yezza and Luc are at the Blooming Grove. If you and she would like, 
Miss Una could join them? We'd all welcome her to the keep too, if you wanted her to stay 
with us when we return home." 


Caleb’s thoughts ground to a slow halt, mind blanking at the offer Caduceus presented to 
him. It... wasn't an option he'd ever considered, would not have dared even begin to hope. 
That his mother could be safe, could be- be family again... 


She was no threat to Molly and Fjord's claim. The two had accepted Veth's family well 
enough, appeared to like Jester's mother (Alpha that she was). They had clearly respected 
Caduceus's mother while staying in his childhood home for that brief time. For once, Caleb 
couldn't see a downside. 


Behind him Molly hummed, nuzzling a pleased agreement against his throat. 


"You don't need to answer now." Caduceus continued when Caleb could not find his voice to 
reply. "I just want you to know the offer is there." 
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It took a bit of arranging, mostly Yasha pulling Molly off of Caleb while Jester and Veth 
pressed the Omega to take the chair for himself, but they eventually all found places to eat 
the breakfast prepared. Una, of course, got the only other available chair once she woke and 
joined them. The rest either stood or sat on the floor, as was their preference. 


Breakfast went by in a daze with Caduceus's words running circles in Caleb's head. To know 
she was safe and cared for, to know he could see and speak to her any time he wished... 
Watching all of them interacting with Una, politely and respectfully, was almost 
overwhelming in face of that offer. Molly was even doing his best to be charming. Quite well, 
if Caleb were any judge. He found himself charmed at times, wanting more than once to have 
Molly looking at him with such obvious adoration. 


Which Molly did. Sometimes, after whatever brief bit of conversation between Una and 
Molly, Caleb would catch Molly looking his way with a soft expression. It left a warm 
feeling in his stomach, enough that Caleb could forget the small lingering concern at the 
distance Fjord was suddenly keeping from him. 


"It was mentioned you are all here for the disappearances?" Una asked, breakfast done and 
being cleared away by Veth and Jester. 


Caleb had moved to help, but Veth had given him such a /ook that he'd sat back down next to 
his mother. Frumpkin had helped with that, jumping into the wizard’s lap and making himself 
comfortable. 


Molly and Fjord shared a glance, Caleb flushing red and hoping he'd not overstepped with his 
words to Una the prior night. He'd given her only the briefest explanation before she'd 
silenced him with tears and embraces. Then he'd let the Nein meet her. After that, any other 
explanation of their being there had not been a thought in his head. 


"There... was a contract posted." Caleb explained, pausing for a breath to keep his voice from 
shaking. 


"We have some time before we're due to report to his majesty, so we decided to look for 
work." Fjord elaborated, sounding a little tense but not upset. It was still enough to cause 
Caleb concern. The last thing he wished was to put his mother in danger. 


"If we'd known Caleb grew up here, we'd have skipped the contract all together and just 
called this a social visit." Molly added, grinning and even winking at Caleb when he dared 
look over at the Alpha. 


Which didn't help Caleb’s blush, but at least they were not upset. Fjord’s tension remained, 
which was still unnerving, but Molly seemed completely at ease. 


"Just like when we visit Nicodranas, we have to go see my momma." Jester added. 


"Do you know anything about what has been happening?" Caleb asked Una, hoping to divert 
the topic of conversation to less dangerous waters. He would rather not consider the Chateau 
currently. He was more assured neither Molly or Fjord would leave him there, or let him be 
used there, but it... it still made him uneasy. The threat of it used too many times against him. 


Caleb couldn't help but lean into his mother's touch when she cupped his cheek with her 
hand, her smile so genuinely happy it hurt. She spoke to him as she answered, for all the 
world as if were just them two alone, and Caleb was grateful for the tolerance of the pack in 
not taking offense. 


“T do not know much.” Una said, putting her hands into her lap after a moment. She paused, 
looking down at the table and frowning in thought. “Times have been hard of late, with the 
guilds buying up more property for the crown. Lukas works our old field for them, has for the 
past few years.” 


Caleb made a noise of concern. He wasn’t overly surprised that she’d had to sell the fields, it 
was not as if she could work them alone with father gone. Una patted his arm, giving him a 
smile before continuing. 


“All that I know has come from him, and what he knows was heard second hand as well, so I 
do not know what help it will be.” Una admitted, looking around at the others. 


“Olessia gave us a place to begin our search, but not much else. We’d appreciate any insights, 
or even rumors, at this point.” Fjord assured, the others giving nods of agreement. 


Caleb shifted closer to Una, his mother’s nervousness apparent as she told them what she’d 
heard. 


“It is said something is coming down from the mountains.” 
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Unsurprising to Fjord, Hogran’s property ended up being further outside of town than Una’s. 
Caleb knew the way there (he also knew the way to Tyron’s, but it was on the opposite side 
of Blumenthal), so the mage was once again leading the pack. Caleb seemed calmer, which 
was a relief, though Fjord wasn’t sure how to deal with the cat on the man’s shoulders. He 
still wasn’t sure if it would be an issue for his own allergies, but... that wasn’t his main 
problem now. 


It felt silly to be jealous of an animal, fey or not, but Fjord found himself feeling that way. 
Caleb smiled so gently at the cat, laughed in a soft huff when he scratched the thing atop the 
head. In return, the cat purred, curling around Caleb’s shoulders like a living scarf. 


Beau would have probably told him to just get the hell over it. She’d have been right, of 
course, because Fjord had no excuse for thinking negatively about anything that made Caleb 
happy. Especially because Fjord knew Caleb would get rid of that happiness in a heartbeat if 
only to please Fjord. Never mind that Fjord just wanted Caleb to be happy, even if that 
happiness came at the expense of Fjord himself. 


Fjord let out a sigh, feeling the beginnings of a headache. 


“Fjord! Fjord, come on, we’re almost there!” 


Fjord looked up at Jester’s shout, surprised to find he’d lagged behind the pack. Caleb was 
watching him with blatant worry, fingers tugging and twisting nervously at the sleeve of his 
coat. Everyone else was cresting and descending the hill they’d been climbing; the mage and 
cleric having hung back to wait on Fjord. 


The shade of the trees overhead split apart as he got to the top of the pathway. Fjord lifted a 
hand to shade his eyes as he looked down, the road sloping steeply and leading into a rolling 
valley of a field before trending upward to merge into the distant mountains. The land was 
beautiful; Fjord could see why Una had said Hogran was declining to sell to the guilds. There 
were a handful of sectioned pieces of field, each separated by fencing. Three were to the left 
of the road, two to the right, with a farmhouse closest along the path to them. 


“Caleb was telling us about how he used to go exploring with his friends when he was 
younger.” Jester laughed happily, hands on her hips as she looked at the landscape. 


Caleb nodded, agreeing even as he stepped back and took Frumpkin from his shoulders. He 
placed the cat on the ground, kneeling to pet it. “We have work to do now, mein Freund. Go 
home, I... I will see you later.” 


Fjord felt like an ass; Caleb’s hesitance was clearly his fault. Not that he had any clue how to 
address the issue, pointing it out would only cause more stress for the mage. Frumpkin let out 
a loud meow, twining about Caleb’s boots before trotting back the way they’d come with tail 
held high. Caleb turned to continue down the road, a little more tension present on his 
shoulders. 


“Anything we should know or be worried about with this guy?” Molly asked, holding his arm 
out to Caleb as the three of them caught up to the rest of the group. 


Caleb shook his head, a hint of mischief creeping into his smile. “I should think not, unless 
you plan to raid his fields or frighten his herds.” 


Fjord chuckled at the absolute delight on Molly’s face. He moved to catch up to them as they 
continued down the road, taking up beside Molly and leaning to grin at Caleb. “I think the 
risk would be Jester painting those herds.” 


“Hey! It was a statue of a dragon, not a live animal!” Jester complained, laughing. 


The cleric was a great distraction, lightening both Fjord’s mood and the stress from Caleb’s 
shoulders. It was only another five minute walk to get to the farmhouse, the distance further 
than it looked thanks to the rolling hills and winding roadway. 


Once there, Jester took it upon herself to trot merrily up the porch steps, leaning forward 
primly to knock on the doorframe. She stepped back, folding her arms behind her and 
swaying impatiently. Veth shot Fjord a look after a few moments, the warlock shrugging in 
silent response. Veth let out a little ‘hmph’ before scurrying around the side of the house, 
Jester knocking on the door once again. 


“Perhaps no one is here.” Yasha offered after a few minutes of waiting. 


“T don’t see any movement inside from any of the windows.” Veth added as she came back 
around the side of the house. 


Caleb tilted his head, thinking for a moment. “At this time of day, he is probably still in the 
fields. Though, he should return for the midday meal soon enough.” 


“Tf not, we can go find him in whatever field he’s working today.” Molly shrugged, lounging 
with apparent unconcern on the steps to the farmhouse. 


That was true enough, though Fjord thought perhaps that would be the exact type of 
disruption that Judus had been trying to avoid when telling them to leave the people alone. 
Fjord didn’t know much about farmwork, his love was the ocean after all, but he knew how 
his pack worked. Even trying to lay low, they often made a scene. The only way to find 
Hogran would be Jester and/or Caleb polymorphing to fly around the area. Two giant birds 
landing next to a herd of animals was not something Fjord thought would go over well. 


“Should some of us go find the other guy, Tyron?” Fjord suggested, wondering if a 
distraction would prevent any possible chaos. 


“T suppose we could.” Molly stated, sitting up to prop his chin on his palm. “Caleb’s the only 
one who knows where his property’s at though, so who’d go with him?” 


“Aw, do we have to split up?” Jester complained, whirling around to throw her arms around 
the nervous Omega in a hug. 
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“Tf the rumors are that the danger is from the mountains, I’m sure we’ll have more luck here.’ 
Caduceus advised. 


“I’m fine with waiting.” Veth added, taking a seat next to Molly. 


Fjord let it go, perfectly happy to wait if it came down to it. And Caduceus was right, this 
area was closer to the mountains. Hopefully they’d find a decent trail to lead them to the 
problem and they could have done with it today. They weren’t due to appear before Dwendal 
for another couple of days, and getting back to Rexxentrum would be as easy as a simple 
spell. Fjord was just hoping for some extra free time that Caleb could spend with his family. 


Molly pulled out his deck of cards, Jester and Caleb joining him to play a game. Jester 
decided it was a good time to showcase her newest idea: towers of cards. As far as Fjord 
understood it, the point was to build a tower of cards, with whoever added a card and made it 
fall losing the game. Fjord opted to keep watch for Hogran with Yasha, Veth keeping a 
curious eye on the card game, while Caduceus took the time to meditate. Altogether it was a 
pleasant midmorning, the quiet only broken by the cheers or heckles of the card game. 
Everyone was a mix of content and happy, even Caleb (though it was as ever tinted with the 
slightest bit of anxiety). 


Fjord and Yasha spotted Hogran at the same time, the warlock interrupting the card game to 
kneel beside Caleb. “Do you want to speak to him first?” 


Caleb looked down the road at the approaching farmer, fingers tugging with renewed anxiety 
at his coat sleeve again. “Ah, I am not... sure that would be of any help.” 


Fjord frowned, schooling his expression back to neutrality when Caleb looked up at him and 
flinched. 


“T- I can-“ 


“You don’t have to.” Fjord interrupted quickly, helping the mage to his feet as Molly finished 
clearing up the cards. “I only wanted to offer.” 


“He knew me when I was younger, ah, before...” Caleb explained stiffly, gesturing at himself 
overall and then the littered scarred bite marks at his throat. “I do not know if his view of me 
will have changed.” 


“Tt’s fine, you can hang back with me.” Molly offered, tilting his head and smiling invitingly 
towards the Omega. 


Caleb finally relaxed again at the added reassurances. He could speak to Hogran, and he 
would if it would correct whatever mistake he’d committed that had made Fjord upset with 
him. He’d noticed the distance the warlock was keeping between them, the odd wary tension 
that had been present since the night before. Caleb didn’t quite register it as threatening, 
but... he couldn’t get past the trained response that a displeased Alpha was a danger. 


Happily, Fjord let the matter drop. The warlock took the lead heading down the path to meet 
Hogran. 


Hogran was just as Caleb remembered, if somewhat older. He was human, well past his 
prime, but still physically fit. His head was smoothly bald, thick eyebrows of tangled grey sat 
below an ever-wrinkled brow. The man’s beard was long enough to rival a dwarf’s, shoulders 
broad and well-muscled, with skin tanned from the sun. Hogran’s clothes were simple and 
patched, but he walked the road as if he wore the finest riches. This was his land, and he 
knew it. 


“Mind tellin’ me what yer doing at my house?” Hogran asked, voice gruff with an accent that 
was clearly not local. 


Hogran was Beta, at least, so the sharp spoken question wasn’t quite so aggressive as it could 
have been. Yet Caleb still found himself inching closer to Molly, his own hand trembling as 
he reached out to brush the Tiefling’s fingers. His breath stopped for a moment, heart beating 
thickly in his chest, before the adrenaline slowed when Molly let their hands meet. 


Caleb was grateful for Molly’s easy support as Hogran looked at him. It was but a glance, yet 
it said everything. There was judgement, disdain, pity, wary caution; a shaming mix he’d 
feared to receive from his mother. It was stinging to receive it from a man he’d known as a 
child, had spoken to, and respected, even into adulthood. 


““We’re here about the missing livestock, and people.” Fjord answered, the pack having to 
part ways to make room for Hogran barreling through without pause as he headed to his 


home. 


“Aye?” Hogran asked in surprise, step pausing briefly. He shook his head, waving them along 
after him. “C’mon inside then, I’m a busy man. I’ve still got the other fields to check, I’ II tell 
ya what I know whilst I work.” 


Molly’s soft huffed breath beside Caleb was amused, he and the rest of them following 
Hogran. The farmer unlocked his front door, striding inside and leaving it open for the Nein 
to enter. Caleb hesitated at the doorway, unsure and unwilling to risk causing trouble. He’d 
never needed an invite into Hogran’s house before, but... 


Molly stopped with him, pausing before calling out a question to Hogran. “Alright if he 
comes in too?” 


Hogran looked back, gaze falling on Caleb for a moment before he looked away with a short 
nod. Molly led Caleb inside, everyone else filing in and just standing around rather 
awkwardly as Hogran moved about his kitchen. 


Eventually, Fjord spoke up. “Hogran, with respect, could you tell us anything about what 
might be plaguing your town. Your livelihood? We don’t want to bother you any more than 
you want us here.” 


Hogran gave them another once over, sniffing as he turned back to measure out some dark 
coffee grinds. “Yer here, so you probably heard. I deal mostly with wool, keep the most 
recent shorn in a barn in town. I’ve lost four so far; one from town, two out in the field, and 
another just last night. Tyron got unlucky. He lost a prize bull, and then his nephew and tha’ 
nephew’s friend what went missing. I heard they followed a trail toward the mountains. Both 
of em came back safe enough, but not half day later vanished.” 


“Where did they find this trail?” Fjord asked. 


“Town, but that was days ago. If you’re lookin’ for something fresh, had some go missing 
from my field last night as I said. There’s blood and tracks if you’ve a dab hand at that. I sent 
Jens to get the guard, if they’Il even come. You’re welcome to see what you can find. It’s the 
furthest field down the road, got some folk out fixing the fencing now, so itll be easy enough 
to spot if you’re looking.” Hogran answered, jerking his head toward the door of his home as 
he pulled leftover bread from a cabinet. “I’m sure you can find yer own way.” 


Caleb thought the obvious dismissal in the man’s tone to be presumptuous and risky; Hogran 
had no idea the Nein were not the type to take offense to such. Unless he perceived them as 
less threatening because of Caleb. He did have a distinct lack of bruises, nor did his masters 
demand overt displays of obedience and respect. Both of which could, in theory, paint them 
in a weaker light to others. 


But... no, that was unlikely. Even Caleb had known of the Nein, albeit distantly. He had 
known they were a pack, were well esteemed by his Majesty, were volatile by nature, and 
were valued for their strength and efficiency even over the chaos that sometimes followed in 
their wake. No one in their right mind would think this pack of mercenaries to be weak, no 
matter how they treated their Omega. 


“You're thinking very hard, what’s wrong?” Molly asked in a quiet whisper, pulling Caleb 
into his arms. 


Caleb winced, forcing himself to go willingly into the Alpha’s hold. It might have been 
comforting, except for Hogran’s shrewd gaze following the movement. Shame heated his 
cheeks, with the cold swell of fear creeping into his stomach on its heels. If- if Molly had 
taken notice and offense at Hogran’s attention on him... Caleb was theirs, he knew that, he 
didn’t want- 


But no. No, Molly wouldn’t do that, wouldn’t make an example by using him to make a point 
of ownership. They wanted consent, and not that given out of fear, it... it would be fine. 
Caleb’s attempt to reassure himself was thin, barely enough to keep his limbs from shaking 
when Molly reached up to touch his cheek. 


“Well find our way there, thank you for your help.” Fjord sighed, looking at Caleb with what 
the mage hoped was concern and not annoyance. 


Fjord herded them all outside, waving the others ahead and pressing close to Caleb’s other 
side. He tried to take that as comfort rather than threat, but Fjord had been... acting oddly. 
Caleb had yet to push any of them past their point of tolerance, so he had little idea if this 
was finally one step too far. Except Fjord wouldn t, and Caleb was not enjoying the feeling 
the opposed instinct left him with. 


“Are you alright?” Fjord asked quietly, keeping his voice down even once they were outside. 


Caleb nodded, determined to be so even if it weren’t completely true. Neither Alpha had 
given Caleb cause to be afraid, and Caleb was frustrated with himself to feel that way about 
them regardless. 


Thankfully, Fjord didn’t press the matter and Molly seemed content with Caleb by his side as 
they headed down the road. The field in question was only a fifteen-minute walk, one that 
could have taken less time except that none of the Nein were in any hurry. By the time they 
reached the field, Caleb had relaxed enough to not hold so tight to Molly, and even enough to 
smile in amusement at Jester and Veth’s current plan on how to capture what they were 
hunting. 


The good mood didn’t last. Caleb was quickly, abruptly, and rudely reminded of his status 
once the handful of men working to fix the fencing caught sight and scent of him. 


One of the workers whistled loudly, leaning against the shovel he’d been using to dig a hole 
for the new fence post, leering with obvious desire. “Well hey, sexy, didn’t know you were a 
perk of the job.” 


“Damn, if I’d have known an Omega was gonna be in town, I’d have saved up some money.” 
“Hey, give us a smile Omega!” 


Caleb’s shoulders hitched, feeling far too exposed and vulnerable as the men laughed. No 
matter how many times he heard such things, it was always deeply humiliating. Terrifying 


too, because often enough people like them had been allowed to enact some of their 
comments. Caleb winced as Molly and Fjord growled in almost unison, his heart skipping 
with ingrained fear. Yes, that had been an issue with past owners too. Attention Caleb had not 
wanted had often angered the Alpha he belonged to. 


“T’m yours...” Caleb began shakily, trailing off as he curled close to his Alphas once more. 
He was once again feeling off balance, embarrassed by the comments from the farmhands, 
and the pure fury (even with it not directed at himself) from Fjord, Molly, and (frankly) all 
the rest of the pack was causing more anxiety than otherwise. 


“We know.” Molly was the one to purr reassurance, leaning in to kiss Caleb’s cheek softly. 
Molly was still very clearly furious, but was trying desperately hard to keep his attention on 
Caleb and keep control over his own self. 


It was... more comforting that it had any right to be, honestly. But Caleb’s threading pulse 
evened, the tight tension easing in his chest. They knew that he remembered his place, so 
they felt no need to remind him. That wasn’t what Molly had meant, Caleb knew that, but... 
the rationalization still helped. 


There was only one man who didn’t join in on the catcalls and comments, the largest of those 
working on the fencing. He didn’t say anything, really, just watched the Nein as they ignored 
the called comments to investigate the tracks past the field. Caleb only took notice because of 
the intensity of the man’s gaze. It didn’t last long, only a minute, then the man was putting 
down his tools and walking off. Not back towards town or Hogran’s dwelling, but further 
afield. 


“Hey you guys! Look at this!” Jester’s cheerful voice pulled his attention, Caleb peering 
around Fjord to find that she was leaning over a disturbed patch of dirt. Caleb headed over, 
Fjord and Molly on either side of him, to join her some thirty or so feet past the broken 
portion of fencing. 


Jester had found drag marks, bits of blood and fur from the livestock that had been killed and 
taken. The ground was a muddled mess of prints, but between them all they managed to parse 
out a set that belonged to the likely culprit. It was some sort of beast, though larger than any 
of the Nein had encountered this side of the empire. 


“Tt is almost like a moorebounder.” Yasha mused aloud, crouching down over the clearest set 
of prints. 


“Yeah, but the pads are too close together.” Molly replied, the bloodhunter squatting right 
next to her as he pointed at the prints. “Lucien used those a lot when he was running around 
up in Xhorhas back in the day.” 


“Do they have dire-cats this far in?” Jester asked, walking closer and draping herself over 
Yasha’s crouched form to look down at the dirt too. 


“Dire-cats don’t exist! You’re thinking of dire wolves, and this definitely isn’t canine.” Veth 
informed Jester, squeezing in to bend down and measure the print with a string. 


Caleb had to look away, biting his lip as Caduceus also stepped closer to watch the 
proceedings. When Fjord joined them, Caleb had to put his hand over his mouth, shoulders 
shaking. They looked so ridiculous! The sheer absurdity of it was enough to distract from the 
fewer, but still present, vulgar comments from the farmhands. 


Soon enough, the pack began following the prints towards the mountains, Caleb safely in 
their midst. It felt surreal to watch and listen to them playfully squabbling over a print in the 
dirt. Jester valiantly tried to defend her dire cat theory, Molly making gleeful suggestions, and 
Fjord giving longsuffering rebuttals to why it wasn’t actually something that existed. 


Caleb chuckled, putting aside his worries and discomfort about Hogran and his men, focusing 
instead on Jester as she turned to try and rope him into helping defend her theory. 


Convergence 


“That’s a dead body.” 


“Oh, well put, Expositor.” Temerity purred sarcastically, earning herself a sharp glare from 
Beauregard. 


Jeir wanted to heave a sigh at Temerity’s attitude, but he restrained himself. Much like 
himself, he presumed anyway, Temerity was feeling the pressure of having their every move 
watched and evaluated. Neither of them had missed the way Beauregard jotted things down 
in a journal occasionally, though for the expositor’s personality, Jeir wouldn’t put it past her 
to make notes on mundane things just to see if it threw them off balance. 


If so, then it was currently working. 


Their discussion with the two guild leaders had been many hours ago. Apparently, the west 
fields were just a general direction, no real boundary markers involved. Nor were there any 
livestock currently in the fields. This, of course, resulted in a flustered Temerity. She disliked 
being unsure about anything, Jeir knew that from experience. Nor did she like second 
guessing her own decision. Add embarrassment about looking foolish in front of Expositor 
Beauregard, and it was no surprise her temper was shorter than usual. 


Jeir still supported her decisions, had even said as much when she led them south again 
toward the mountains. If anything, Jeir thought himself to blame for not knowing the region 
better. He was just as much to blame for their long detour. Giving such an excuse to the 
expositor, however, was out of the question. They were trained to succeed, get results, and 
own up to their own failure to improve for future endeavors. So Jeir had kept silent and 
pressed on. 


Even as the open fields became hills, then larger valleys and sharp rock walls spotted with 
trees and foliage, Temerity’s mood did not sweeten but only grew darker. They weren’t 
finding signs of anything. Not people, not travelers, and certainly nothing that was possibly 
the culprit of the missing people or livestock. 


That was, however, until just now. They’d only just rounded the corner of the stone pathway, 
coming to a halt as they found a corpse splayed face down just next to the edge of a small 
cliff. 


Elrik was the one to approach it, poking the body with his staff once, then moving close 
enough to kneel to check it. There was a suspicious lack of blood or insect activity, so Jeir 
thought Elrik’s precaution wise. When Elrik rolled the body over, the cause of death became 


obvious. They would never know who this man used to be, not with the gashing claw marks 
that split open his face in multiple places. The arm had a gaping wound, the shape suggesting 
the jaws of some beast. The corpse was littered with a variety of other scrapes and cuts, all 
devoid of any blood. 


“Used to be human, but I can’t tell much beyond that.” Elrik admitted, frowning as he stood 
upright. 


“Maybe it’s one of the missing people. How long have they been dead?” Temerity asked, 
stepping closer to squat down and inspect the body with Elnk. 


Elrik shook his head, grimacing when Temerity poked at the body. “No idea, more than a day, 
less than a month? I’m not exactly familiar with this.” 


“T think whoever did this was trying to cover the timeline. There are some faint marks on the 
face, see?” Temerity pointed out, gesturing at what could be burn marks. 


Elrik stood up to make room for Jeir as he leaned in to look. “It might be magical, but 
without someone who can see traces, it’s hard to tell.” 


Temerity grunted, standing upright and looking around for a moment. Just a few seconds 
later, she pointed up the cliff to the right that lined the path they had been following. “There. 
Something disturbed the rocks and... further up, some cloth. They probably fell from up 
there.” 


“Responsible party might be nearby.” Elrik cautioned, tone going a little quieter at the 
realization. 


Temerity thought for a moment, peering down the natural pathway they’d been walking, then 
up the steep cliff wall beside them. “We go up and over, see if we can find tracks or 
something at the top.” 


Elrik shrugged, strapping his staff securely to his back and checking his pack of supplies. The 
other three did the same, following after Elrik at even distances. The cliff led up to a plateau, 
the area just as much a barren land of rocks as the path they’d been following below. There 
were some dry brambles, but little else by the way of plant life. Even better, however, was the 
clear evidence on the ground. 


Blood stained the stone and dirt nearest the edge of the cliff, one patch of brambles crushed 
and bloodied, and there were clear prints in the looser dirt further from the cliffside. None of 
them could find much of anything that gave them any clue to what happened, only that at 
least two people and one beast had been involved. 


Temerity took the lead again, keeping a steady and silent pace as the group followed the trail 
left behind. It led deeper into the mountains, sloping downward after a time and curving 
around into what felt like a small ravine. Jeir stopped when Temerity held up a hand, the 
three of them huddling close to speak without as much risk of the sound carrying. 


“There’s scent up ahead, more than just the one person we’ve been tracking. A pack of some 
sort, there’s Alpha and Omega both.” Temerity told them quietly, gesturing down the trail 
they’d been following. “If we go up and around, we’ll have the high ground and can scout 
before making a plan.” 


Jeir had no arguments, he preferred more information to less, especially if their opponents 
were a greater number than they’d originally thought. Beauregard was as silent and impassive 
as always, even in face of them doubling back to find a decent place to begin climbing again. 


An hour later found them above what was a sort of a miniature rock valley. Jeir could see 
where the ravine path they’d been following earlier entered into the area. It was about twenty 
yards from their current position and would have left them blind to the very open area it 
spilled into. The walls to the little valley were an assortment of rocks of uneven height, some 
open pathways that led to dead ends, and as far as Jeir could see, little else. Below them, and 
a few yards away in front, Jeir could hear movement. 


They had found someone, and as far as Jeir could tell, it was only the one person. There was 
a sound of soft scraping of metal on metal, like the sharpening of a blade, and the occasional 
growled curse and clatter of something falling or being moved. Jeir looked over to Temerity, 
receiving a silent nod, and slunk forward to try and get a look from the ledge they stood on. 
He didn’t dare move too close, but he was able to confirm that there wasn’t anyone else in the 
immediate vicinity. 


Whoever was down there was underneath the ledge itself, likely a cave of some sort. 
Hopefully not a tunnel, because that would make it more likely they’d escape if spooked. 
Backtracking, Jeir joined the others, shaking his head and holding up one finger. Temerity 
nodded, pointing at Elrik and Jeir, then making a hand motion to the right, before indicating 
herself and Beauregard would go left. 


It wasn’t difficult to pick up on her strategy. Flank the opponent and come at them from both 
sides. Elrik and Jeir looped back and around, Elrik taking lead and being the one to find and 
point out a good vantage point to wait for Temerity’s signal later. It had decent cover and an 
even better line of sight, but required crossing an open patch of ground and wall to get there. 


Jeir kept watch as Elrik went first. He could only just see the man in at the mouth of the cave. 
He was wearing normal peasant clothing and seemed focused on whatever task he was 
working on. Enough so that Elrik easily crossed to duck into the hiding spot. Jeir followed 
only a few moments later, darting across the open area and beginning to scale the rock wall. 


Jeir froze two thirds of the way up, hearing the clattering of rocks falling. It was across the 
other side of the rocky clearing, but the burly man looked up rather than over, having been 
half turning for some task, and looked straight at Jeir. For half a heartbeat, they shared a 
shocked silence, then the man bellowed a cry of rage. He reached over, grabbing a spear and 
throwing it in almost the same motion. Jeir automatically reached to catch it, though he only 
managed to divert its trajectory. Instead of stabbing him through the ribs, it cut a slash along 
his thigh. Unfortunately, moving dislodged his precarious foot placement, and he lost his hold 
on the rock and fell tumbling down the short cliff he’d been climbing. 


He managed to slow his fall enough to only gain some scrapes and bruises on the way down. 
Jeir rolled as he hit the bottom, getting to his feet and spinning to face... a much larger form 
than he’d anticipated. It was faster and stronger than expected too, the creature slamming into 
him and sending them both tumbling back into the cliff wall. Claws as sharp as daggers dug 
into his shoulder and chest, ripping cloth and spraying blood with each swipe. Jeir’s shout of 
pain was choked short as sharp teeth closed around his throat, his own hands flying up to 
keep the monster from severing his neck completely. He could hear shouts of his name, the 
slide of rock as the others raced to help him, but his attention was for the orange and black 
striped fur of whatever the man had changed into on top him. 


mr 


In Caleb’s limited amount of experience with jobs the Nein had taken, this one was going 
surprisingly well. They’d found tracks that led deeper into the mountains and, despite having 
had to detour around some dangerous bits of wildlife and landscape, hadn’t lost the trail. 
Currently, they were attempting to find a way to close in on their quarry without losing him 
in the various tunnels and pathways of the little mountain nook they found themselves in. 


Fjord and Veth were leading the way, Jester and Molly behind them, Caleb following in 
Molly’s footsteps, with Yasha and Caduceus bringing up the rear. 


Caleb hesitated, readjusting his grip on the sloped rocky hill, then moved forward to follow 
Mollymauk. He had to bite his tongue to keep from crying out as the stone slid noisily out 
from under his foot. His stomach dropped as he fell, a jagged piece of stone cutting a gash 
along his calf as he fell in a slide down the short incline. Caleb stayed still as he rolled to a 
stop, a futile attempt to go unnoticed, before looking toward their quarry in anticipation as 
the man let out a guttural shout of rage. 


It wasn’t directed at them, however, but at someone else completely. His attention, and now 
theirs, was on a tan skinned man scaling the cliff on the opposite side of the rocky 
outcropping. Caleb had no idea where the other man had come from, but he did feel guilty for 
being the cause of his discovery. Especially as that man was soon the target of a thrown spear. 


Guilt shifted into unease as the man deflected the thrown projectile in a practice move, one 
that Caleb recognized easily as taught by the Cobalt Soul. Caleb watched the newcomer 
tumble down the cliffside, landing lighter than any normal person would have managed. Not 
that whoever it was had time to gain their bearings. In an instant, the murdering thief was on 
him, bones and sinew twisting and snapping, orange and black fur sprouting from his skin. 
The bestial form slammed into the monk, sending them rolling as blood sprayed across the 
stone. 


“Fuck, there goes the element of surprise.” Molly growled, he and Yasha sliding down the 
slope much more gracefully than Caleb. 


Caleb got to his feet, heart skipping with fearful adrenaline as Fjord and Jester leapt down 
from a short ledge, only making it ten feet forward before a flash of spell work stopped them 
in their tracks. Neither of them looked hurt, thankfully, but they were held fast; motionless 
yet still on their feet. Caleb spoke a quick incantation, tracing a sigil in the air as he looked 


around the area. Magic, faint but present, was carved in runes around the edges of the 
clearing. 


“There are trap runes, magic, three there and another two there.” Caleb pointed them out to 
Molly as he kept pace with the bloodhunter moving forward to join the battle. 


From the other side of the clearing, three other forms were sliding down the cliff face to rush 
to aid in the battle. Caleb didn’t recognize two of them, but he recognized Beauregard sliding 
down behind the first two. There was no time or chance to warn them of the same, though the 
flash of light signaling the rune’s activation only delayed their movement rather than 
stopping them completely. 


Caleb flanked out around the tangled fighting beast and monk, keeping his distance from the 
battle even as Molly continued forward to help. The injured monk managed to pull back from 
the monster, stumbling to his feet with blood flowing freely from the deep bite wound across 
part of his neck and shoulders. He wavered, turning to face the beast, though Caleb knew that 
there was no hope of countering the monster as it lunged toward the monk again. 


Caleb stretched out his hand, casting the only spell he could think of to keep the monk alive 
at least. He knew where the runes were, had pointed them out to Molly, and Caleb felt 
keeping someone alive a better use of his concentration at this point. He felt the man resist, 
though not enough to keep the arcane weave from wrapping around him and twisting his 
form. 


"Nice!" Beau crowed, darting past him toward the large orange and black striped feline. It 
was a near match for size and color to the one they fought, though without the humanoid 
features. 


The green Tiefling's reaction was far less trusting, though she followed Beau's lead in darting 
toward the beast that had once again latched its teeth onto the polymorphed monk. It was 
very single-minded in its purpose, clawing and biting even as two of Veth's bolts sank into its 
shoulder. A blast of dark green magic from a now freed Fjord hit as well, another going wide 
as the mass of snarling fur and claws rolled to the side. 


The monk was giving as good as he got in his new tiger form, snarling and biting at the 
weretiger over him. He tried at least, though was taking more damage than he was returning. 


"Get that thing, I'll grab Jeir!" Beau shouted the order to her other two companions, darting in 
as they both nodded. 


Elrik used his staff to knock the werecreature back, Temerity swinging around with a swift 
roundhouse kick to push him further away. It was just in time, either Caleb dropping the spell 
or the form losing its hold as Jeir's body shifted rapidly back to human and still profusely 
bleeding. Beau hooked her arms under his shoulders, dragging him back and further away 
from the conflict. 


"Cad! Jes! I could use some help here!" Beau shouted, keeping an eye on Elrik and Temerity 
while standing guard over Jeir. 


Caduceus was the one to join her, the cleric kneeling next to Jeir and reaching out with one 
hand glowing a soft green light. Caleb drew closer as well, giving both Beau and Jeir a wary 
look while staying well out of arms reach. The rest of the Nein were assisting Temerity and 
Elrik, keeping the weretiger hemmed in while all of them chipped away at him bit by bit. 


The two were doing well working with the opportunity presented of new allies. Perhaps a bit 
more trusting of them than Beau thought their training allowed, but she was willing to 
dismiss that considering. Temerity and Elrik knew that Beau knew the Nein, so held little to 
no reservation. 


Zeenoth wouldn't have been pleased, would have corrected the assumption at some point. 
Beau would have to do the same, though she didn't like the thought of painting her friends as 
untrustworthy. Especially as Caduceus was currently busy knitting closed the wide gash 
across Jeir's neck. 


By the time the wound was sealed enough Jeir wasn't choking on blood with each breath, the 
others had finished off the weretiger. Beau turned her attention from the ended fight, helping 
the other monk to sit up. "You know I'm gonna have to count it against you for getting your 
throat ripped out, right?" 


Jeir chuckled with good humor, accepting her hand in standing to his feet. "I'll keep that in 
mind for next time. What was that thing?" 


"Weretiger, I think. I've only ever read about them, never seen one in person." Beau 
answered. 


Jeir frowned, worry crossing his face as he reached up to brush fingers across the barely 
healed wound. 


"Hey. You guys! I totally recognize this guy!" Jester shouted, drawing Beau’s attention away 
from whatever worried Jeir. 


Beau turned to head over, Cad and Jeir following. Caleb did as well, Beau glancing at him 
long enough to get a sense he was doing his best to go unnoticed. She turned her attention to 
Jester, the cleric standing over the body of the once weretiger now turned human. 


"Not a friend of yours, I hope." Temerity commented, looping around to stand beside Jeir as 
she looked him over quickly. 


"No, nothing like that." Jester denied, shaking her head emphatically. "But I think he was at 
the town hall yesterday, and I totally saw him this morning too! He was helping fix the fence 
at Hogran’s field." 


“T bet he was covering his tracks!” Veth stated confidently, Jester nodding with an agreeing 
gasp. 


“Then we know the culprit, if not the reasoning.” Jeir added, looking back toward the 
overhanging rock. “We might find more information in his things.” 


Caleb backed silently away as Temerity ordered Jeir to go search the cave. He didn’t want to 
draw attention from those three, or even Beauregard herself. All four were from the Cobalt 
Soul, and he was keenly aware that he currently lacked a collar of any kind. Not to mention 
the many things he’d done wrong prior and during the short battle. He’d ruined their attempts 
at approaching unheard for starters, then cast a spell on a Cobalt Soul monk without 
permission. Caleb was more than happy to keep out of the way, unnoticed, to avoid bringing 
any discipline upon himself. 


Veth kept by his side for a time, cross bow in hand and eyes sharp. She fussed over Caleb for 
a bit, ushering him to sit on a smooth patch of stone. Caleb obeyed, of course, well aware that 
those were Zeenoth’s students and any disobedience on his part could fall back on Astrid. He 
managed to convince Veth not to bother Jester with his cut leg. It was painful but minor, and 
Jester had other things on her mind. Caleb’s point was made for him by Jester herself when 
the Tiefling called Veth over to help her pick the lock of a large trunk she’d found. 


Alone again, Caleb began to sift through the pack that Veth had given him those weeks ago, 
this being the first time he’d had a real need for it. As he’d hoped, Caleb found bandages 
inside, and even medicines to speed up healing. It wasn’t magic, but it was better than 
nothing. He was honestly more embarrassed about his slip up than anything, though he was 
of course very grateful that none of the Cobalt Soul members had taken issue with his 
mistake. They’d have been well within their rights considering it had been his fault one of 
their number had been hurt. Yet none had said anything over the past twenty minutes of 
searching. 


For a moment Caleb had thought... but Beauregard’s glare had been nothing more than a 
moment’s irritation, it seemed. She had made no comment, had pointed nothing out, and 
Caleb was grateful enough to be left to tend his own wounds himself. 


He was only halfway through wrapping his leg when a shadow fell over him, Caleb going 
very still as Jeir stepped over to stand above him. Caleb kept his eyes down, hands unmoving 
midmotion in wrapping another layer around the gash on his leg. The man was Beta, was a 
member of the Soul but not as high ranked as an Expositor. Caleb knew the rules as easily as 
breathing. Show deference, but full submission was not required at current. Jeir could 
demand it, could strike him now and have no legal repercussions. 


Legal, no, but.. the Nein would not take kindly to it, Caleb realized with a surprising amount 
of certainty. Thankfully, Jeir made no such motion. The Beta even kept a respectful distance 
between them, squatting down so they were almost on equal level. 


“Might I assist you, Omega?” 


Jeir’s voice was light, accented but not hiding any malice that Caleb could tell. He still had to 
bite back the too quick ‘no’ that wanted to slip out. That was not allowed, would get him 
struck, and it sent tendrils of fear through his spine to realize how close that response had 
been on his lips. The Nein encouraged it, the Soul quite the opposite. 


Without a way to safely refuse, Caleb followed his training. He tilted his head in slight 
submission, unresistant as Jeir leaned forward to take the bandages from his hands. “As you 
wish.” 


"Good thing for me you are so skilled at magic. Had I known it was you, I wouldn't have 
bothered to fight back." Jeir commented, a small smile playing across his face as he finished 
wrapping the injury with a quick deftness. 


Caleb couldn’t help but tense, bracing himself for censure of some sort. Succeeding where 
the Cobalt Soul thought he should fail was not something that had ever ended well for him. 
He did not do it often, he wasn’t so foolish, but in this... He’d not wanted to let the man die. 
He only caught a glimpse of Jeir’s expression, eyes flashing up and away quickly. He 
shouldn't be meeting the monk's eyes at all, invited punishment by doing so. "I apologize for 
not having given warning." 


"I am not looking for an apology." Jeir replied quietly, shifting back now that he’d finished. 
That itself was a surprise, as was the lack of a blow for Caleb having spoken out of turn. 


Caleb still winced at having given an incorrect answer, fingers tightening as he dared glance 
up and look around for any of the Nein. They were still there, close by though distracted by 
what looked to be a brewing argument with the other two Cobalt Soul members. Caleb 
flinched as Jeir shifted beside him, though the monk was only standing fully to step further 
away. "I only wanted to extend my thanks." 


Caleb did not know what to think of that, could not see the angle or game the man was 
playing. That there was something, Caleb was certain. Jeir was Zeenoth's student. 


Although... so was Beau, technically, and she had yet to harm him without cause... 


Jeir turned to leave, heading back over to the others and leaving Caleb on his own a safe 
distance away. Or so he thought, Veth's voice speaking from beside him as the halfling then 
appeared as she dropped her invisibility spell. "Are you alright?" 


Caleb wasn't, mostly because he was near positive his heart had literally stopped for a half 
second. The sharp spike of panic had been enough to draw Fjord's attention, though the 
warlock only spared a look long enough to see both Veth and Caleb were alright. 


Caleb glared up at the halfling, one hand over his heart as he rubbed his chest to ease the 
sharp and fading pain. "I have just lost years of my life thanks to you, but ja. I am alright." 


Veth frowned, looking guilty. "Oh... sorry. I should warn you Jester's here too then." 
Caleb tilted his head, looking back to the group to see Jester was with them. 


"It's a duplicate." Jester said, her form shimmering into sight as well. She sounded proud of 
herself, which... Caleb thought was warranted. The duplicate was nodding along to whatever 
conversation was being had. It didn't look like anyone had noticed, except perhaps Caduceus 
and Beauregard. 


Beau was scowling, eyes flickering between the fake Jester and her Cobalt Soul companions. 
They hadn't seemed to have noticed the deception either, which Caleb could only assume 
Beau would correct them on shortly. He looked away, not much wanting to witness what 
form that would take. 


Jester moved closer, crouching down beside him and looking at him sideways, balancing 
precariously on her heels, elbows propped on her knees and her chin on both fists. “You 
know, I’d totally have healed you.” 


"It’s just a small cut, not worth mentioning. Ah... Are, ah, are we going back to the capital 
now?" Caleb asked as a distraction. He’d caught the eye of one monk already, no need to give 
the other two cause to ask why Jester would waste healing magic on an Omega. 


"Fjord's working that out with Beau and her people right now." Jester reported, smiling with a 
bright cheer as Caleb held out a hand in silent request. She took it, using her own weight as 
counterbalance to haul them both upright. "Basically, Zeenoth sent them out on this job, so 
they're trying to work it out so we still get paid without making the Starosta mad enough to 
send a complaint back to the Lawmasters." 


Caleb nodded, looking again at the fake Jester and one frustrated Beauregard before asking a 
tentative question. "I... would have thought you would.. ah, would wish to be with her?" 


Jester pressed close to his side in a half hug, voice sympathetic as she answered. "I do. And I 
miss her, of course, but she's not going to be gone forever. And you didn’t look like you 
wanted to be near those three new people, and I couldn't just leave you all alone, you know?" 


Caleb looked down, feeling guilty for (once again) being the reason Jester was apart from 
Beau. They had another two days before she would see the monk again. It should be safe 
enough, none of the Nein would let them touch him. 


"You... you should be with her. I can go over there." Caleb told her, shifting away a step and 
taking Jester's hand. 


"You don't have to Caleb, really." Jester assured, though her eyes darted with a longing gaze 
onto Beau. 


"I know." Caleb replied, voice steadier as he tugged lightly at her hand. "Just as I know you 
will not let them hurt me. You should be with her." 


Jester didn't reject the offer again, Veth keeping pace with them both as Caleb led the way 
over to the rest of the group. 


Conflict Resolution 


Jester had been spot on in her assumption. Caleb wanted nothing more than to be as far away 
from all four monks as possible, even from Beauregard. In this moment, she was not Beau: a 
member of the pack who was terrifying most of the time, but also somewhat safe. She was an 
Expositor, with all the dangers to himself that came with that rank. 


Elrik was the only one of them to take notice of Caleb, Veth, and Jester’s arrival, the man's 
eyes narrowing slightly at Caleb though he made no comment. Truthfully, Caleb thought it 
was a mild reaction. He’d had others demand he be made to leave. A few shop keepers in 
Rexxentrum, for recent example. Caleb did his best to ignore the obvious hostility, though he 
did wish Jester hadn’t joined Beau’s other side. Veth wasn’t the same sort of comfort to lean 
against and all the others were too central to the current ongoing discussion for him to dare 
move closer. 


“We’ve determined that he was the culprit for the missing people, one of which you guys 
found. The other one is presumably still alive, but according to the dead man’s journal, is a 
half beast weretiger now. Running around in the mountains.” Fjord was summarizing as the 
three joined the group, pausing with a long-suffering sigh as Jester’s duplicate shimmered 
and vanished. 


All three of Beau’s students looked puzzled and, in the case of Temerity and Elrik, mildly 
annoyed. Jester’s trick was a little less amusing to Caleb now that he was so close to the 
three. She still looked pleased, moving to take up the spot her duplicate had just recently been 
occupying. 


“Tt is concerning that he was trying to replicate the curse that afflicted him.” Temerity 
commented, looking with thin veiled concern toward Jeir. 


“Not only that but modify it. The journals we found in the cave are full of notes, formulas, 
even spells.” Veth spoke up, pulling one such journal from her bag and holding it up. “And 
some of the stuff he had and wanted to get isn’t cheap.” 


Caleb perked up a little hearing of spells and seeing the book that contained them. He thought 
he might actually be of use in this regard. He doubted the weretiger had been a true caster, the 
runes he’d seen earlier had too much a variety in their weave to have been created by a single 
person. Piecemealing magic together using purchased scrolls was...an interesting possibility. 


Not that Caleb had any intention of asking for the book now, nor would he dare to try and 
give council on the contents with the Cobalt Soul present. Still, he looked forward to 
studying what was in them. 


“Saphire, jade dust, eggshell of a Naga, incense, pure gold.” Veth read out in a list, shaking 
her head and closing the book before tucking it back away again. “There’s more, but those 
are the most expensive. And it doesn’t look like he could afford any of those things.” 


“Blumenthal’s not exactly an ideal place to try and steal it either.” Jester pointed out. 


“T doubt a place like this even sees items of that type pass through at all. Most of the gold is 
with the guilds and tied up in property or animals.” Elrik added. 


“Then we need to figure out who else is involved, who was helping him.” Temerity stated, 
frowning as Molly scoffed at her. 


“We? We aren’t doing anything.” Molly explained, an odd note of superiority in his tone as he 
gestured to all of those gathered around. “We were paid to take care of the problem, and we 
did our job. All of you can deal with tracking down the plots, backroom deals, or whatever 
the hell he was mixed up in. Since that’s your jobs.” 


Caleb wished the pointed comments didn’t terrify him so completely, yet how else could he 
feel when it seemed for all the world as if Molly were trying to pick a fight with the Cobalt 
Soul? No, the pack did not have time nor resources at current to track down the source of the 
problem hinted at in the information given. However, there were countless other ways that 
could have been said that would have been less...dangerous. 


"You want to play it that way? Fine. We’ll report this to Olessia, which means he's probably 
not going to give you anything." Elrik snapped back. “Go home.” 


“We negotiated a price and did the job, we’re getting paid. You go home.” Molly retorted. 


"Yes, you all negotiated a price, but it's not like this is a rich town.” Temerity sighed, arms 
crossed and tone suggesting disapproval at Molly’s childishness. “He has no reason to pay if 
he thinks he can just reply to the Lawmaster that the Soul took care of the issue." 


"Which we did." Elrik commented dryly. 


"And almost lost one of your friends in the process." Molly snipped back. "Or did you forget 
the only reason he's alive is because of us." 


"The only reason Jeir was injured was because you tipped him off we were here." Elrik 
snarled back, hands tightening on his staff as he shot another sharp look toward Caleb. 


Tension was not the right word for the thick silence that followed Elrik’s comment. The 
man’s pointed accusation was obvious, as was Caleb’s flinch. It didn’t matter whether Elrik 
knew for sure or not; Caleb was Omega, was there, and was used to taking blame for things 
not his own fault. Except he was at fault this time and didn’t see any way out of the potential 
consequences that may well be demanded. 


Molly’s thin control lasted the span of two heartbeats, then he was jerking forward in a 
quickly held back attack. Fjord’s hand twisted in the fabric of Molly’s tunic to keep Tiefling 
in check, though the venom in his own glare made clear he didn’t want to. Both Jester and 
Veth were visibly bristling with all the subtlety of Molly’s low building growl. Yasha was no 
help, only a looming threat with violence in her glare, and even Caduceus exuded an air of 
cold anger. 


The sudden shift was too much for Caleb’s grip on his own composure. Thought stopped, a 
mix of training and instinct taking over as he knelt in a perfectly curated form of submission. 


Distance was good, distance was survival. There wasn’t anyone here that needed his 
protection, there was no reason to make the coming discipline worse. 


Caleb was unable to follow the shouted words thrown between the two groups; he couldn’t 
hear much of anything over the static in his head and the racing beat of his heart. He whined 
automatic submission at the scent of Alpha drawing near, cognizant of the cobalt blue 
uniform but unable to feel the instant dread of icy fear past the numbness. His vision blurred 
for a moment, stomach churning at the quick movement, as he was shoved forward and 
pinned surprisingly painlessly on the ground. 


There was a knee at Caleb’s back, hands twisting carefully in his hair to pull his head back, 
and then a sudden silence as a cold blade touched his exposed throat. 


“Beau, what the he-“ Fjord began, unbridled fury choking his words. 


“Yasha. Caduceus. Get Mollymauk under control. Jester, keep Veth from shooting anyone. 
Temerity. Get it together. Control yourself. Control your people.” Beaureguard spoke over 
Fjord, tone a soft steel of controlled frustration and anger. “Fjord. You can have him back 
when you calm down.” 


Temerity put a hand on Elrik's shoulder, Jeir side-stepping closer to help her pull the monk 
back a few steps. Jeir leaned close to speak to him, Temerity backing up the soft words with a 
demanding growl. After a long moment, Elrik scoffed and looked away, backing down even 
as his jaw clenched. Yasha soon had Molly in hand, Caduceus in front of them both with 
glowing hands trying to calm him down more directly. Jester and Veth seemed fine, if 
immensely worried and angry, which was more than Fjord could say about himself. 


Fjord took a moment to breathe, doing his best to follow Beau’s advice. He did have to 
remind himself she was on their side, was pack, because it was too easy to read threat in her 
words. Which was the point, the knife at Caleb’s throat driving that point home, but it still 
made being calm difficult. Caleb was safe, more or less. Beau wouldn’t hurt him, but Fjord 
was not having the easiest time calming himself down with the Omega pinned under another 
Alpha. Even if it were just Beau. 


Trying to get the situation under control again, Fjord directed his attentions to Temerity as the 
one Beau was leaving as ringleader for the small team of Cobalt Soul members. "We're not 
trying to steal your thunder, and the last thing we want is to create strain on our ties to the 
Cobalt Soul. We struck a deal with the starosta, but in the interest of keeping the peace we'll 
follow your lead on speaking with him. We don’t have time now to assist in any further 
investigations, but if it’s in the best interest of the Empire, we will see what can be arranged 
in the future." 


Temerity watched him for a moment, tail curling in a slow untrusting arch behind her. Elrik 
drew in a breath beside her to speak, choking back words as the green Tiefling cut him off 
with a hissing snarl. Imperially, she turned back to Fjord, stepping forward once more. 


"Blumenthal’s concern was on two fronts. The guilds and Olessia. We spoke to the guild 
leaders; we will follow up with them. The agreement between you and the Starosta is your 
own business. The request has been fulfilled all the same either way. Further investigation 


will be at the discretion of the Cobalt Soul. If your services are required, the High Curator 
will inform you.” 


“Are you seriously going to share credit with them?” Elrik asked in sharp anger, stepping 
closer to Temerity and gesturing toward the Nein with one hand. “That stupid Omega almost 
got Jeir killed and you-“ 


Elrik’s rant was cut off as Temerity whirled around to face him, driving her knee into his gut 
and knocking the breath out of him. He choked out a cough, bracing himself on his staff as he 
tried to catch his breath. Temerity was faster, almost climbing Elrik before twisting her own 
body to flip the other monk off his feet. Elrik hit the ground hard, Temerity pinning him to 
the ground with an angry snarl. 


“You are an embarrassment! This is not up for debate, nor is this the place for it. Do not 
question my decision.” 


Fjord wasn’t sure how to react, could only glance over to Beau. She was watching with an 
impassive expression, unsurprised and unconcerned, and Fjord felt uneasy to think this was a 
normal way of resolving conflict in the Cobalt Soul. It was certainly effective in ending the 
argument because Temerity was soon standing upright as if nothing had happened. Elrik was 
slower picking himself up, thankfully keeping his head down and mouth shut. 


Fjord kept his own expression neutral when Temerity turned his way, trying to act as if this 
was normal for them too. 


“Take what you have found to Olessia. We will do the same with the guild leaders. If what we 
have found proves correct, they will likely wish to request further inquiry. Again, if your 
assistance is needed, it will be requisitioned through the crown.” Temerity decreed haughtily. 


That confidence flagged a bit, Temerity looking over toward Beauregard as the three of them 
hesitated in leaving. 


“Go. Pl find you in Blumenthal and we’ I discuss this there.” Beau ordered, only relaxing 
and letting Caleb go once the trio were out of sight. She took another step back as Fjord 
approached, raising an eyebrow at him. “You good?” 


“T’m fine.” Fjord replied absently, his attention focused more on helping Caleb upright. 


“T don’t think he’s entirely here right now...” Beau grimaced, circling around to see Caleb 
easier while keeping distance. The mage had an almost glazed look, very reminiscent of that 
day they’d gotten into a fight back home. Beau hadn’t seen the cause of it that time, but the 
blank mindless obedience was a familiar look on the mage. 


Beau bit back a sigh, this wasn’t exactly the best spot to let him recover, but there weren’t a 
lot of options right now. “Hey, Cad! How’s Molly?” 


“We’ve got about thirty seconds before this wears off.” Caduceus answered, gesturing at the 
calm but still very feral Tiefling held in Yasha’s firm grip. Thirty seconds and a fifty-fifty 
shot on whether Molly went berserk. Delightful. 


“Fuck. Fine.” Beau groaned, glancing over to Caleb with a barked order. “Caleb, go sit with 
Molly.” 


Fjord bristled as Caleb obeyed, the mage stumbling to his feet. Caleb’s movements were 
shaky, hollow fear in every trembling line of his body as he made his way to Molly, kneeling 
at the Tiefling’s feet the instant he reached him. 


“Beau-“‘ 


“T know!” Beau snapped at Fjord, though at least had enough control to keep her voice down. 
“T know, but I can’t just... turn it off. He already tried to have me bring Caleb to him once, I 
don’t want to know what he’d do if you’d got in a fight with his new project.” 


“What-“ Fjord tried to speak again, but Beau interrupted once more, tone amping up. It was 
like a dam breaking, all of the frustration and helpless anger at being unable to do anything 
pouring out in a quick burst of rage. 


“No! You do not get to be pissed at me. I did what I had to! All you needed to do was say 
you’d take care of it, they’d have let it drop. He had no way to know who screwed up, he was 
blaming the weakest link. Then you all practically agreed with him in the worst way possible! 
Now I’ve got to go tear them a new one for losing control of this negotiation, fighting in front 
of people who, objectively, hold a hell of a lot of political power on a good day, for putting 
themselves in a weak position because of that, and for half a dozen other things! And then I 
get to go report about this shit show to Zeenoth, and he’ll be pissed, probably, but hell if I 
know why yet! Might be me, might be them. And I don’t know how the fuck I’m supposed to 
keep Caleb’s name out of this either, but I sure as hell wish I could!” 


“Beau...” Yasha came up beside Beau, tone soft as she reached out in offer of comfort. Jester 
was at Beau’s other side, near vibrating with worry, but not wanting to push too hard. 


“Do you have any idea how badly I needed you to play nice with them?” Beau asked, letting 
out a heavy sigh as the tension drained from her in a sudden rush. 


Fjord grit his teeth, knowing full well that Beauregard was right. They’d screwed this up- he 
had screwed this up. Fjord looked over to Caleb and Molly, thankful that Caleb at least 
seemed to still be too out of it to be following the conversation. Beau’s shouting had gained 
Molly’s attention, though Fjord wasn’t sure how much had sunk in. Caduceus and Veth were 
still with the two, both watching the discussion with worried expressions. Fjord glanced 
between Yasha and Jester on either side of Beau, before asking the only pressing issue. 


“How bad do you think itll be?” 


“T honestly don’t know.” Beau replied, allowing herself to lean into Jester’s arms. “He’ll 
know that I’m at least taking keeping you guys under control seriously. He did say he 
wouldn’t interfere again unless responsibility for Caleb is given back to him, but I don’t 
know if that means he won’t try and demand I bring Caleb to him again.” 


“What do you mean, again?” Fjord asked warily. It wasn’t a good sign if Zeenoth was trying 
to get Caleb back in his possession. 


“T talked him out of it, but basically it was supposed to be incentive for you to be good and 
do as told without making a fuss.” Beau explained. 


It didn’t answer all of Fjord’s concerns, but he supposed it made some sense. And given how 
many times Caleb had apparently been passed around, Fjord could see that being a go to 
strategy for Zeenoth getting his way. 


“Best case scenario, he’s pissed at his students. Which won’t be fun for them or me, but I can 
deal.” Beau said, sighing and straightening with a shrug of her shoulders. “Worse case 
scenario, he’s pissed at everyone, I try to keep from having to bring him Caleb, and we all 
hope like hell it stops there.” 


“Do you think they’ Il actually follow up with whatever is going on out here?” Jester asked 
after a long moment of silence. 


It eased the tension, Beau snorting as she began leading a slow movement towards the other 
four. “Maybe, probably. But if it’s anyone in power who is behind it, then it’ll get swept 
under the rug with a good bribe.” 


“You don’t think Olessia’s behind it, do you?” Jester asked. 


“That’d be a shame, he seemed decent.” Molly commented, sounding strained but himself 
again. 


“Doubt it, I don’t see a motive.” Beau replied, dropping into a sprawl on the ground a good 
five feet away from the two. Beau knew she couldn’t stay long, but she just... wanted some 
equilibrium back before dealing with those three. And maybe... maybe to know her pack 
didn’t hate her for having to threaten Caleb. 


Yasha filled most of the space between Beau and Molly, sitting in a more alert stance. Jester 
was quick to lay next to Beau’s other side, carefully using Beau’s shoulder as a pillow. Beau 
closed her eyes, pretending for just a bit that everything was fine. She’d stay until Caleb was 
back with them, so she could check in, apologize, make sure he was alright. 


“T think it was the guilds.” Veth explained, the eager excitement making Beau almost smile. 
This was the sort of random theories and wild explanations she’d hated but come to love 
listening to. “They’re the only ones in this town that would have the money for that list of 
components.” 


There was a collective pause of breath that was clearly an indication of movement from 
Caleb, before Fjord poked at Veth’s theory to keep it going. “Why would they ask for help 
solving a problem they created?” 


“Ah, ah, but they didn t ask for help, remember?” Molly countered teasingly. 
“What? Really?” Jester gasped out, sitting upright. 


Caduceus nodded in agreement, leaning on his staff as he looked down at them. “It sounded 
like he was implying that the guilds had not asked, but would when it became an issue for 


them.” 
“The two guild leaders we talked to were playing dumb.” Beau offered. 


Molly laughed, low and calm, his words laced with sarcasm as he responded. “Imagine that? 
Rich people who pretend to know nothing when authorities come around.” 


Beau opened her eyes, sitting up enough to look over at Molly. He sounded normal enough, 
not upset, which was a nice difference to what she’d half expected. Caleb had to be the 
reason; the mage was tucked close to Molly, eyes closed, head tilted to press into the crook of 
Molly’s neck. Fjord was kneeling beside them both, Yasha sitting opposite guard with 
Caduceus while watching Jester and Veth bicker about the ‘Blumenthal Conspiracy’. If it 
weren’t for the dead body a few yards away, Beau would have considered this a nice 
afternoon. 


Point being the pack was fine. Caleb would be fine, likely quicker the sooner she left. 


Beau pushed herself all the way up, rolling to her feet with a stifled sigh. She didn’t miss the 
half-concealed flinch from Caleb, which proved her working theory about her presence right 
now. Besides, Beau had places to be and trainees to shout at. It wouldn’t do anyone any good 
for her to get too relaxed. 


“You guys headed back to Rexxentrum after this?” Beau asked, definitely not procrastinating 
leaving. 


“In the morning.” Fjord answered, keeping his reply soft while being so close to Caleb. Fjord 
was close enough to see the slight tremble to Caleb’s hand, the worry in how the Omega 
clung a little closer to Molly. Fjord offered an explanation without detail, mindful of the 
obvious reluctance to share Una with Beauregard. ““We’ve got a comfortable place to stay 
here, so we’re taking advantage.” 


“We'll be back at the inn tomorrow night though, and we can talk about the meeting with the 
king.” Jester added, scrambling to her feet and throwing her arms around Beau in another 
hug. “You'll be able to be there, right?” 


“T should, but if not, ’ll catch up with you before the meeting, give you a run down on 
anything important.” Beau promised. 


Saying Goodbye 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Go sit with Molly 


A simple instruction easily obeyed. It was even an order Caleb didn’t mind obeying. Even 
through the panic, the overwhelming and uncontrollable fear, Caleb knew that being next to 
Molly was about as safe as he could possibly get, all things considered. Molly, at his wildest, 
had never really hurt Caleb. There had been some close calls, and a little bit of pain applied a 
couple times, but none of it bad enough to even register on Caleb’s threshold. Molly also, at 
his wildest, was fierce enough that most anyone would think twice about trying to approach 
Caleb, much less offer harm. 


Knowing that didn’t erase the fear, but it did give Caleb a thread to hold onto. Something to 
try and pull himself back into some semblance of self-control. Awareness was a first step, one 
that brought Caleb’s current surroundings back into focus with the rest of the pack looming 
above him. There’d been nowhere to sit, so Caleb had just knelt at Molly’s feet, which then 
led to Molly dropping to the ground as well and pulling Caleb into his lap. 


With Beauregard walking closer, with Fjord and Yasha in her wake, Caleb could only cling to 
Molly, teeth clenched shut to keep from begging that they please, please not kick him. They 
wouldn’t, he knew that, but it was such a viscerally instinctive fear born from past 
experience. People were angry, he was on the ground, and kicking was the next natural 
occurrence. 


At least no one was shouting anymore. 


Much to Caleb’s relief and gratitude, no one stayed standing above him for long. He couldn’t 
bring himself to open his eyes to look, but one by one he heard them all sitting down nearby. 
Truthfully, the only thing he was focusing on right now was Molly. Because Molly still 
smelled of contentment. The Alpha wasn’t happy, not really, but he was content. 


Caleb listened as the others spoke around him, shifting only to release his grip on Molly’s 
coat to wrap his arms around the Alpha instead. Only when the scent of contentment shifted 
to that of pleased did Caleb find it within himself to truly relax. 


“Ah, ah, but they didn t ask for help, remember?” Molly chuckled, amusement joining his 
scent. His laugh was a low comforting rumble, mixing with the soothing on and off purr as he 
petted a hand down Caleb’s shoulder. Jester’s enthusiastic debate with Veth felt almost 
casual, at odds with what was very recently a battlefield. 


Even Beau asking of their plans wasn’t of much concern. Fjord’s reply was worrying, but it 
was an instinctive fear that made him shake and hide closer to Molly, not a true mistrust of 
Beauregard. She had let him meet her family, had trusted him with the little brother that she 


very clearly held dear. Caleb... wouldn’t mind allowing her to meet Una, just... perhaps not 
when Beau would immediately be returning to Zeenoth. 


“You'll be able to be there, right?” Jester was asking, sounding sad enough that, even though 
Caleb had been lapsing in following the conversation, he could tell the monk was preparing 
to leave. 


“T should, but if not, I'll catch up with you before the meeting, give you a run down on 
anything important.” Beau replied. 


It was harder than it should have been to pull away from Molly’s comforting embrace, Fjord 
close beside them both as added comfort. Yet, Caleb felt he owed Beauregard. It had not been 
comfortable, had not been pleasant, and truly she was as terrifying as ever, but... She had not 
harmed him. Beau had doubtless prevented a bigger problem by her actions. He owed her his 
thanks, at minimum, even if the thought of approaching her made his hands shake. 


“E-expositor...” Caleb began, missing Beau’s wince as currently he could only keep his eyes 
focused on the ground. Calling her attention went against his training, but he pushed through. 


Caleb hesitated as Beau half turned toward him, making himself look up at her as she grunted 
out a short ‘yeah?’ of a question. He pushed away the instant flicker of fear, reminding 
himself of all the times he’d spoken to the monk, been in reach of her, in her very grasp, and 
come to no harm. He was not being a threat to her or those she cared for, she had no reason to 
hurt him. Meeting her gaze was still outside of his current ability at present, but Caleb did 
step forward and manage to speak without his voice shaking. 


“Beau, ah, I- ah, thank you. And... I am sorry, about- It was my fault, and I’m sorry.” 


“Not your fault, it’s happened to all of us at least once. It was shitty of him to push all the 
blame on you.” She paused, glance flickering over and around Caleb, and it didn’t take him 
long to realize she wasn’t going to make any move toward him. 


Caleb appreciated the consideration, though it was still nerve-wracking to close the distance 
for her. Her demeanor softened when he was within arm length, eyes scanning over him again 
as she frowned lightly. “You alright, though? If I hurt you, I-“ 


“You didn’t.” Caleb answered, only wincing a little at having interrupted, but feeling far more 
comfort from hearing Beau had not intended him harm. She was proving him right, and it 
was reassuring. 


“Good, uh, good...” Beau trailed off, looking oddly out of sorts and unbalanced. But she 
lacked the same sort of miserable frustration as before, which... had been Caleb’s goal in a 
way. Caleb tilted his head as she stepped back, wary and puzzled, but also a tiny bit amused. 


“Good luck with Olessia and... I'll see you guys in Rexxentrum.” Beau offered as an 
awkward goodbye, turning and setting off at a quick pace soon after. 


Caleb tried to take that as a good sign, especially as Jester was soon throwing her arms 
around him and kissing his cheek. 


“You are really just the most sweet, you know that?” Jester giggled. 


Caleb flushed a deep red, at a complete loss as to how to respond. Thankfully, a response 
didn’t seem to be necessary. Jester was quickly releasing him, spinning around to face the 
others. “So, we go update the Starosta then relax at Caleb’s house, right?” 


“Could-“ Caleb began, stopping and gathering himself before trying again. “Before we do, 
could I see that journal? With the spells and components?” 


“Of course!” Veth agreed, hurrying over to hand the book to him. 


“We'll likely have to give it to Olessia.” Fjord stated, rubbing the back of his neck tiredly. 
“Otherwise, I’d say keep it. But at this point, unless we bring the body, that’s really our only 
proof of job done.” 


“T should be finished with it by the time we get back to Blumenthal.” Caleb promised, 
silently chiding himself for the flash of anxious fear. Fjord was not Zeenoth, would not beat 
him for not completing a task on time. 


“Tt’s not that late in the afternoon, we could go back to your house, wait until you’re done 
with it?” Molly offered. 


Caleb looked up at Molly with a small smile, already opening the book. “Nein, no, that... is 
not necessary... Although...” 


Caleb hesitated, attention shifting from the scribbled text to Fjord. “Would it be permitted, 
ah, would it be alright if... if I stayed with my mother while you returned to Olessia? I would 
not be permitted inside anyway, and I...” 


“Of course. Yes, that’s alright.” Fjord agreed quickly, though the look he shared with Molly 
twisted anxiety in Caleb’s stomach. He didn’t want to displease them, which it looked like he 
had even though Fjord had agreed. 


“Just you, or...?” Molly ventured cautiously. 
Caleb curled the book closer to his chest, unsure what Molly was after. “I... what?” 
“We do not want to overstep.” Yasha was the one to explain. 


“What she said.” Fjord agreed, looking a little sheepish. “Though I admit I would feel better 
if one or more of us were around, just... in the area, so we’d know you’re both safe.” 


Oh. That was... reasonable, considering what they’d all just learned. And Fjord had included 
Una in that sentiment, which was all the more heartwarming. 


“Ah, no, you are... all welcome.” Caleb answered, glancing over toward Caduceus. He didn’t 
mean it as a request, though Caleb would like the Firbolg to be there. He still needed to speak 
to his mother about going to the Grove, as well as message Constance, and Caleb thought it 
would be helpful if Caduceus were present. 


“T think [ll join you, then.” Caduceus volunteered, meeting Caleb’s eyes with an easy smile. 


“Well, J’m going to see this fancy pants mayor.” Jester decreed, earning a laugh from most of 
them. It broke the slight build of tension, the pack continuing their way with a more relaxed 
air. Nothing else was said about the topic, both Fjord and Molly appearing truly content 
knowing Caduceus was staying with him. 


Caleb tuned out the topic of discussion as it changed to what Fjord was going to tell Olessia, 
instead turning his attention to the book they had found. It wasn’t difficult to read and follow 
at Fjord’s heels at the same time. Caleb had done it more times than he could remember ever 
since joining the Academy. Last minute studying had been something not even he’d avoided, 
and Caleb had often found himself reading over notes while following Astrid or Wulf to a 
class. More recent, and less pleasant, lessons for such in life had come at a literal command 
to ‘heel’, so Caleb was still well practiced. 


Fjord was at least considerate of Caleb’s distraction. He kept an even pace, didn’t make any 
sudden stops or turns, and even adjusted his own path to indirectly steer Caleb clear of any 

potential trip hazards. None of the Nein tried to distract him or give orders, and... and it felt 
more like being with Astrid or Wulf rather than having to stay in his place behind an owner. 


It was nice, pleasant even, and by the time Caleb looked up from having finished his study of 
the book, they’d already made it well past Hogran’s fields. Caleb did a quick double step 
forward to put himself beside Fjord, rather than slightly behind. 


“Find anything interesting?” Fjord asked. 


“A bit.” Caleb replied, only a little nervous accepting what he understood was a subtle 
invitation to share. “There do appear to be two sets of handwriting, so the likelihood of an 
accomplice is high. And who ever did the rune work is not using learned magic, but 
inherent.” 


“Meaning?” 
“Meaning sorcerer, not mage.” Caleb clarified. 


Molly drew a little closer, head tilting. “What’s the difference. They’re both magic, aren’t 
they?” 


Caleb huffed an almost laugh, allowing himself to give Molly a wry look. It seemed to amuse 
the Alpha more than anything, and Caleb shook his head as he explained. “They are, but are 
not. Both require an aptitude for magic, for manipulating the arcane. A sorcerer will find 
theirs from birth, something that grows and strengthens as they do. A mage will typically 
develop such aptitude years after birth, the talent only growing when cultivated.” 


Molly grinned, leaning a bit closer to bump Caleb’s shoulder. “I don’t know, still sounds like 
the same thing to me.” 


Caleb dared to growl a little, because it sounded very much like Molly was teasing him; 
playing as he did with Fjord and the others. The sound delighted Molly, and Fjord as well 


going by his quiet laugh. They were enjoying the discussion, Caleb realized, as was he. 
Magic had ever been a good distraction, and the paralyzing fear of the monks seemed so far 
away with distance and the prospect of spending another evening at home. 


“If the length of time it takes to learn is not enough, consider the effort in a spell.” Caleb 
pointed out, daring to speak with a bit of challenge to the words as Jester giggled from behind 
them on the path. “If I wished to call a storm of fire from the sky, I would need to spend time 
learning the exact words, the exact motions, required to bring arcane energy into alignment 
for what I attempt to do. It is specific. A sorcerer, one with inherent magic, could make their 
own motions, their own words. They use it to focus their own magic, rather than harness the 
arcane energy outside themselves.” 


“You got all that from the book?” Veth asked, sounding impressed enough that Caleb felt 
himself blush again. 


“It is easy enough to infer it. A wizard’s spell book is more detailed, more exacting as to the 
workings of the magic. This is filled with notes on the experiments, with only a brief 
description of a spell, as if the caster needed only their own intuition.” Caleb tried to explain, 
debating whether offering his own spell book as comparison was something he wanted to do. 


“Like your own.” Fjord suggested, startling Caleb with how close to the mage’s own thoughts 
the words were. “You showed me the book one time, with the spell with all the notes.” 


“Yes. From one spell book to another, that same spell will look alike, with the difference 
being the mage’s personal notes. But the base is the same.” Caleb agreed. 


“The book we found doesn’t have that, so it means sorcerer?” Veth surmised. 
“Exactly.” Caleb nodded with a small smile, pleased that she’d grasped the point so quickly. 


Fjord brought the group to a halt, Caleb somewhat surprised to see they had already arrived 
at his childhood home. The draw of studying a different use of magic, and the refreshingly 
pleasant conversation to discuss it, had been distraction enough that Caleb had lapsed in his 
attention to their surroundings. 


“We probably won’t have the chance to come back any time soon to look into the rest of this, 
but we’ll pass on that information to Olessia.” Fjord promised, hesitating with a look toward 
the house. 


“T had, ah, planned to ask her to stay with us. With the Clay’s, for now, but... but with us, 
eventually.” Caleb explained, warm cheer dimming into a cold nervousness. Caduceus had 
offered, and none of them had objected at the time, but what if Fjord had changed his mind? 


“Good.” Fjord sighed in obvious relief, accepting the book when Caleb offered it to him. “I 
know we’ ve got more to plan, and I hope the goal is to leave as amicably as possible, but I’d 
feel better knowing all family is safely far from potential fallout.” 


Caleb’s breath caught, heart beating just a little quicker in his chest. Hearing Fjord claim Una 
as family... more than that; Fjord preemptively worrying about Una because she was family. 


Because Fjord loved Caleb, and Caleb...was beginning to think- 


Caleb pushed that thought away, setting them in a corner of his mind for a time when there 
was less looming threat of danger. He did not want to think about that, could not face the 
guilt that would currently be attached to it. Instead, Caleb stepped closer to Fjord, reaching 
up to cup the Alpha’s face in his hands. A presumption he knew any other Alpha would have 
punished him harshly for, yet he Anew would only please Fjord. 


Pleased did not encompass the scent and emotion that came from Fjord when Caleb kissed 
him. Caleb did not even mind the gentle teasing whistle from Jester, the clearly exaggerated 
squeak from Veth, or even the low growl of desire from Molly stepping closer. Caleb would 
not name his feelings for Fjord right now, not until Wulf and Astrid were safe and reunited, 
but this he could do, and gladly. 


mre 


Caduceus ended up being the only one that decided to stay with Caleb while the others went 
to report to the Starosta. Jester had been on the fence about staying for a moment, but Yasha 
had slung Jester (who had instantly been giggling madly) across her shoulder and started 
walking toward town. Molly had ushered a stunned Fjord after them, cheerfully stating how 
pretty that had been and what a lucky bastard Fjord was. Which had left Veth to follow after 
them complaining and asking why she was somehow the only sensible one of the group. 
Caduceus was gracious enough not to comment. 


Caleb led Caduceus on a short, somewhat awkward, walk from the pathway to the house. 
Una waited for them inside, Frumpkin hopping down from her lap to meow as he rubbed 
himself against Caleb’s ankles. Caleb offered a greeting absently, thoughts still too distracted 
by the taste of Fjord on his lips. Caduceus was again merciful; the cleric taking it upon 
himself to let Una know the job had gone well, no one had been hurt, and the others were 
going to report back to Olessia. 


Caleb took that time to bend down and pick up Frumpkin, burying his face in the feline’s fur 
while he collected himself. There were things that needed done, discussions to be had, and 
Caleb had little time to do them. He needed to speak to Una about her leaving, wished to say 
his own farewell to this place if it turned out she would agree. Yes, Caduceus had already 
offered an invitation, but Caleb wanted to speak to his mother about it before messaging 
Constance to ask true permission. 


And, as sobering thought, Caleb wished to offer his respects to his father. He’d not been here 
for Leofric’s passing nor his funeral, had not been to the grave at all. This may well be his 
one and only chance, should circumstances prevent them from returning this close to the 
capital. 


“Ts everything well?” Una asked Caleb once he’d emerged from hiding behind Frumpkin, 
Caduceus retreating into the kitchen to give them relative privacy. 


“Ja, yes, it is...” Caleb took a breath, letting it out slowly. He was still not willing to think too 
hard on his feelings for Fjord and Molly, much less admit it aloud even to Una. He could, and 


would, reassure her though. “It is, and I hope it will be better soon. I have something I need 
to speak with you about, and... and I would like to visit father’s grave.” 


Una smiled, the tension that had been growing in her expression fading to a fond sadness. 
“Of course.” 


Caleb let Caduceus know where they were going, if for no other reason than that Fjord had 
wanted someone to be around to make sure Caleb and Una were safe. If worse came to it, 
Caleb could use his dimension door spell a few times to quickly return to the house. Between 
himself and Caduceus, they could hold out long enough for Caleb to message the others and 
them to show up. 


Besides, the grave was not far from the house. It was, at most, a ten-minute walk at a slow 
pace. Caleb and Una walked in a comfortably peaceful silence, Frumpkin on Caleb’s 
shoulders as he escorted his mother with her arm in his. 


They arrived in short time to the little plot of land that had originally been sectioned off with 
little more than a post at each corner. The area had long since marked where his parents had 
wished to be buried, though was much different than the last time Caleb had been here. As a 
child, Caleb had protested the very idea of not having them, placated only by Leofric 
agreeing to turn the plot into a small garden. What had been small sprouts were now full 
grown hedges, bushes with flowers and vines, and even a small bench that sat at the foot of 
the lone grave currently occupying the area. 


Una chuckled when she saw it, nostalgically reminiscing of that day, of the work she and 
Leofric had put into cultivating a beautiful resting place. Caleb laughed with her, pressing his 
own worried guilt to the back of his mind. He wanted her safe, wanted to take her away from 
this place. But he would understand if she refused. 


Una might not want to leave. Her home was here, her husband buried here, and Caleb would 
not force her, or even insist, that she leave if it was not what she wanted. He would take what 
steps were necessary to try his best to protect her, but leaving was her own choice. 


If she did agree, Caleb wanted her to have the chance to say goodbye. He wanted the chance 
to say goodbye. Painful as being here was, it was also closure. Caleb had not been here for 
his father’s funeral, so this was his first time visiting the grave. 


Una patted Caleb’s hand and he looked at her with a sad smile before stepping forward. 
Kneeling down, Caleb reached out to brush his fingers across the simple gravestone. His eyes 
stung with tears, remembering the last time he’d seen his father. Too long ago, far too long. 
There was so much to say, but nothing that accurately put to word the depth of grief he was 
finally allowed to feel. Caleb was silent for a long moment, feeling the rough texture of the 
headstone, searching for words before he found them. 


“Vater. Es tut mir leid, dass es so lange gedauert hat. Ich habe dich vermisst. Du wirst mir 
weiterhin fehlen. Ich weif nicht, ob ich- ob wir zuriickkommen k6nnen. Wenn ja... ruhen Sie 
sich gut aus und... und auf Wiedersehen.” 


Caleb let out a shaky breath as he stood up, stepping back to be by his mother’s side again. 
Her hand was quickly on his arm as she pressed comfortingly close. She held him for a 
moment, then stepped forward to lean down and whisper a quiet word to Leofric’s grave. It 
was quiet enough Caleb did not hear, and soon enough Una was stepping back to put her arm 
in his once more. They remained in silence as time passed, five then ten minutes. 


Una shifted slightly, angling her head to half look toward Caleb with hidden concern, her 
other hand moving to cover his own. “Will they not let you come back?” 


Caleb shook his head, putting a hand over Una’s to reassure her. This was as good an 
opportunity as ever. “They would, that is not... what I was speaking of. Come, let us sit, and 
I will explain.” 


Caleb led her over to the small bench in the area, waiting until they were both settled semi 
comfortably, then began to speak. He skipped over the harsher details, the extremes of 
violence and violation, and gave only enough information so that she might understand the 
danger in what his new pack was attempting. 


Una knew already that Rexxentrum was a corrupt city, dangerous to all but those who had 
wealth or power. Sometimes not even those protected a person. She knew life as an Omega 
was not easy, was well aware the rules and laws that existed for them even in Blumenthal. 
Caleb merely had to fill in the gaps. Eodwulf was taken, held prisoner and helpless by means 
of magic. Astrid was held captive and obedient by threat to Eodwulf. Caleb’s obedience had 
been bought much the same way. The Nein gave the opportunity to change this, but it was not 
without its danger. 


“Veth’s family is at the Blooming Grove already. We traveled there and I have met 
Caduceus’s family. His mother, at least, though I cannot imagine the rest of his family less 
gentle than either of them.” Caleb finished, stroking his fingers across Frumpkin’s back. “We 
would still be apart, with Frumpkin to keep you company and assured I still live. However... 
one day I hope... I hope you might stay with us. With me. The Nein have a keep, large 
enough for us all. Astrid and Wulf even, if they wish.” 


Una was quiet for a long moment, then drew Caleb’s attention with a soft hand on his cheek. 
“Zuhause ist dort, wo das Herz ist. I do not think I could bear to see this house empty and 
silent again. I could not bear to let you walk away again.” 


“For once, there is a chance you will not have to.” Caleb replied softly, giving her a 
reassuring smile. “I do not know specifics, they, ah, we have not had opportunity to discuss 
them. Whatever dangers lie ahead, I will face them easier knowing you are safe.” 


“Then I will go.” Una accepted, leaning to embrace him. Caleb closed his eyes, relishing the 
familial affection. Both their eyes were teary as she pulled back. “How am I to get there?” 


“T have a spell, one that will transport you instantly. It should work with anything you wish to 
bring with you, though... I am not certain how it will work on Frumpkin.” Caleb explained, 
frowning down at the fey feline in his lap. The familiar was a creature as real and solid as 
himself or his mother, but Frumpkin was also a magical summon. Caleb wasn’t entirely sure 


how the teleportation spell would work interacting with the modified version of the find 
familiar spell he and Astrid had concocted. 


Caleb shook his head, making a mental note to review the new spell in conjunction with the 
old later that evening. “I would send you in the morning, before we leave to return to 
Rexxentrum. I do not have enough magic reserved to send you tonight and... I would like to 
spend time with you while I can.” 


A bit of a stretched truth, he could use the teleportation spell tonight if he had to. Not safely, 
but he could. However, he did wish to spend more time with Una, and there was no reason 
why he should not. 


The two of them remained for a few more minutes before heading back. Caduceus was still at 
the house and neither Caleb nor Una wanted to worry him by being gone too long. Una had 
things to pack, questions she wished to ask Caduceus, and Caleb had spells he wanted to 
review before the morning. 


Caduceus was as they’d left him, meditating peacefully at the kitchen table with a mug of tea. 
Caleb let Una approach the Firbolg, keeping subtle attention on the two as he settled in the 
living room with his spell books. They got along well; Una asked questions and Caduceus 
answered. He told her about his family and the Grove and assured Una that she was most 
welcome there as long as she might need to stay. 


It was reassurance to Caleb too, a repetition of the initial offer made to his mother directly. It 
was also a quiet reminder to himself that he needed to message Constance to ask as well. 


Caleb took a moment to think, crafting the words in his mind. He did not want to overstep, 
did not want to leave any chance that the offer would be rescinded. Una had agreed to go, she 
would be safe. Caleb did not want to do anything to cause that hope to be taken away. 


“Caduceus offered that my... mother might stay with you to be safe. If it is acceptable, might 
I send her in the morning?” Caleb eventually said as he cast the spell. 


“Your mother is welcome, of course. Even with Clarabelle back, there will be room, what 
with Lucien having left with Luc, and Yezza off after-.” 


Dread formed, slow and steady, at the pit of Caleb’s stomach. He was very glad only the 
Caduceus was present, less able to detect the emotion in his scent. Caleb kept it from his face 
by sheer force of will, born of a desperate need to not anger any of them. He could only hope 
and pray that Fjord was not paying enough attention to feel the verge of panic it through the 
bond. 


Lucien was gone, left. From context, Luc was gone with him and not with the blessing of the 
boy’s father. There was more, there had to be more. Some bit of information not given in the 
constraints of the message. But Caleb did not dare cast the spell again to ask for clarification. 


He had asked the pack to leave Lucien there. He had all but assured Fjord that Lucien had no 
intentions of leaving. Caleb had done this knowing full well the pack hated Lucien, distrusted 
him. And Lucien had proved them right. Kidnapping a child was a bit much, and Caleb could 


see no clear reason why Lucien would have chosen to do such a thing, however that was the 
only conclusion he could currently draw. 


And it was terrifying. 


Caleb could not fathom how the Nein would react. Anger, perhaps even rage. Veth would 
likely be too distraught to be properly angry. Yet how long would that last? Caleb had 
experienced first hand how such distress could be channeled through anger, taken out of his 
own hide. Kind as Veth had thus far been, it was no stretch of the imagination to think she 
would turn just as cruel for the sake of her pup. And Molly... 


Molly could not stand even hearing Lucien’s name most days. Caleb shuddered to think how 
he would react to learning that the man had left, run away as had been Molly’s main concern. 
Run and taken Luc with him, for some unfathomable reason. There had to be more to it, 
something that had not been said, but there was no way to discover the full story without 
returning to the Grove. Perhaps even that would not be enough, the pack might choose to 
hunt Lucien down, spend days or even weeks to do so. 


“Ts everything all right, mister Caleb?” 


Caleb was careful not to react, not to flinch or jump away from Caduceus’s soft question. For 
Astrid. For Eodwulf. For the knowledge that the Nein would rightfully abandon all their 
plans to save his friends in order to chase after Lucien.... For that, Caleb turned his face 
toward Caduceus... and lied. 


Chapter End Notes 


*Nein show back up* 
Caduceus: I think there’s something up with Caleb... 
*Caleb who has immediately latched on to Molly and will not let go* 


Absolutely everyone: .....what the f*ck happened?? 


End Notes 


Got a Discord channel now, feel free to joins. 


https://discord.gg/GZM9nMjza2 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


